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Spirit Worship and Sexuality in Vietnam 
Chapter 1:  Interpreting Spirit Mediumship 
Introduction 
Spirit mediums who perform within the tradition of the Three and Four Palace 
religion in contemporary Vietnam are generally considered to be ‘deviant’ people in the 
sense that their gender identities do not sit comfortably within the  conventional 
dichotomy between male and female social roles. Their interactional gestures and 
personal characteristics in many respects do not in any obvious sense follow Vietnamese 
social norms of masculinity and femininity. For example, male mediums whom I have 
interviewed regarding their performances in spirit mediumship typically like to draw 
attention to their beautiful, small, thin hands instead of the rough, large hands that are 
regarded somewhat stereotypically as desirable and normative in heterosexual men. In 
addition, male mediums often dress in a fashionable manner, they adopt a charming high-
tone voice and, unlike conventional heterosexual men, they are commonly said to be 
good at domestic chores. One of my key informants Mr. Tran likes to keep pictures of 
himself from past performances in which he claims that the spirits make him look 
particularly beautiful. Meanwhile female mediums often present themselves by contrast 
as physically strong, determined in their gestures and words, and with loud, deep and 
commanding voices. These female mediums are, given their occupational commitments 
as mediums, more interested in gods, mediumship, and social news than with their own 
personal, domestic and family affairs. The attitudes, values and perspectives of female 
mediums are not consequently confined by or constructed in terms of the views of their 
husbands or other men in their immediate family. In terms of the ‘presentation of self in 
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everyday life’ (Goffman, 1959), female mediums have successfully developed 
interactional skills in the management of a masculine persona. 
Although this social division between ‘soft’ male mediums and their ‘hard’ 
female counterparts has played an important part in the history of Vietnamese religion, 
these divisions and categories are, as I attempt to show in this thesis, changing as 
mediumship comes to acquire new characteristics and functions in the contemporary 
period of Vietnamese reconstruction. The male mediums are beginning to change their 
appearance in a society that is increasing dominated by consumerism and new status 
hierarchies. These changes are partly illustrated by the following observation on social 
change by a female respondent: 
Yes in the past almost all male mediums are very soft and somehow   
feminine. But now many male mediums look very   fierce. They say bad 
words, taking advantage of their position, sometimes they look down on 
the old ladies……These mediums are fashionable. They were lots of 
jewelry. They change their motorbikes so often, showing off all the time. 
However, while spirit mediumship is changing, like many other Asian societies, 
Vietnam is, despite a period of modernization, unambiguously a traditional patriarchal 
society that has been shaped by an all-pervasive legacy of Confucianism. As a result, 
there is a widespread social emphasis on the binary Confucian conception of the 
masculinity of men and the femininity of women. Within the framework of the Confucian 
tradition of filial piety, marriage is seen to be the normal state of affairs and women are 
expected to be fertile, thereby conforming to their family’s need for reproduction (Ikels, 
2004). Motherhood is regarded as socially desirable in defining the social status of 
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women and the transition of young women to social maturity. It is against this cultural 
background that we can best understand the social functions of spirit mediumship. 
My neighbor in Hanoi is a female medium. Although we have interacted with her 
for more than ten years as a relative of our family, her behaviour is nevertheless not 
entirely intelligible from the conventional viewpoint of my household. To make sense of 
her neighbour’s behaviour, my mother concluded that she is in fact a ‘two-gender’ (dong 
bong) person. In Vietnamese society the phrase dong bong refers to those people whose 
behaviour is held to be, in terms of the gender division, socially ‘deviant’.  
Although they deviate from conventional gender norms, their image as deviants 
does not regularly appear in the popular press, on the television or in official literature. 
This neighbour has often helped me to participate in the community of mediums, where I 
came to realise that in fact mediums are not necessarily isolated or hidden from view, but 
instead they form an organized group of people. Furthermore, they have their own social 
organization, networks and public rituals, and through these institutions the spirit 
mediums are actively involved in the Vietnamese civil society and in the social economy. 
 
Deviant gender identities  
In the belief system of the Vietnamese people, mediums are those who are thought 
to serve the gods and to communicate with the heavenly spirits and the world below. The 
sacred rituals that mediums have developed include prayer, song, and dance, often 
resulting in ecstatic experiences. According to the cultural traditions of mediumship, to 
complete their sacred work, mediums, both male and female, must have a special talent 
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that defines them as distinctive from the rest of society. They possess what Max Weber 
(1965) called charisma in that they have followers, they have insight into the future and 
they can heal people. Their services are very much in demand. These charismatic powers 
are to some extent expressed through this very condition of gender deviance. As I have 
suggested, their interactional gestures and strategies do not conform to traditional norms 
for representing gender identities. These female mediums, in terms of their everyday 
presentation, look like men, while male mediums often have a female appearance, 
carriage and demeanour. However, transsexual relationships are not openly respected in 
the community of mediums. While mediums may have a spouse and appear to engage in 
normal marital relations, their close social partners are in fact typically other mediums, 
usually those of the same sex. Thus there is a Vietnamese proverb which declares that the 
jealousy between husband and wife cannot be compared to the jealousy between mediums 
- ghe vo ghen chong khong bang ghen dong ghen bong.   This proverb points to the strong 
social and psychological bonds between mediums, often uniting people of the same sex.      
However, there are many forms of mediumship and many types of mediums. 
These may include those that are ‘well-behaved and skillful’ (dong khon bong ngoan) or 
‘crazy and foolish’ (dong dien dong dai) (Endres 2006: 89). Mediums may also be 
possessed by spirits (dong thanh) or possessed by ghosts (dong vong). Then there are 
‘show-off mediums’ (dong dua) who are thought thereby to be inauthentic and by contrast 
there are genuine mediums (dong that) who do not flaunt their skills excessively in public.  
Mediums may also have mental or psychological problems and they can overcome these 
difficulties by actively participating in mediumship. These mentally disturbed people do 
not necessarily have difficulties with their gender identity or sexuality, and they can 
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continue to enjoy the social support provided by the network of spirit mediumship. In this 
respect, I follow the early work of I. M. Lewis in his Ecstatic Religion (1971) in rejecting 
the commonsense view that shamanism and mediumship are products of a deranged 
psychology. 
 With the official conclusion of the Vietnamese War in 1975, there were many 
soldiers as well as civilians who had suffered traumatically from the prolonged and 
intense violence of modern warfare. Mental illness resulting from brain injury, the toxic 
effects of Agent Orange and psychological depression as a consequence of losing relatives 
or loved ones in the war were commonplace. The exciting and ever-changing rhythms in 
chau van music that occur during spirit-possession séances can be, one may surmise, 
therapeutically beneficial in psychologically liberating these victims from the trials and 
tribulations that they face in the everyday world. Although this is an important dimension 
of modern spirit possession, my research does not include these mediums and in general I 
am interested in the sociological not psychological aspects of mediumship.  
My dissertation is thus about the deviant gender behaviour of mediums that must 
be defined socially as either male or female within the external conventional society. The 
concept of gender deviance here does not necessarily and invariably mean biologically 
different. My socially deviant subjects have – as far as one can tell - biologically and 
anatomically normal bodies, and they can think and act logically, as demonstrated by their 
successful or well organized personal lives. They participate actively in the medium 
network as leaders and organizers, creating a special community and contributing to its 
distinctive and vibrant culture. In other words, these mediums are the cultural carriers – to 
use an expression from Max Weber’s sociology of religion - of a dynamic culture of 
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mediumship, and their participation brings about an inescapable enrichment of 
Vietnamese folklore. These mediums and their followers clearly do not express traditional 
concepts of masculinity and femininity in their lifestyles, but it can be argued plausibly 
that they enlarge the world view of ordinary Vietnamese people about the complexity of 
gender identity in modern, secular society. In a paradoxical way, we might speculate that 
the deviancy of contemporary spirit mediumship is in this respect becoming more 
compatible and convergent with post-communist Vietnam in which people are now 
experimenting with new roles, identities and practices. With the deregulation of the 
economy, there may also be in the long run greater opportunities for exercising choice – 
including choices about new gender identities which can be culturally packaged in 
innovative combinations. 
 
Women and the third gender concept in Vietnamese society 
The Three and Four Palace religion has a large number of goddesses, which are 
partly historical and partly fictional figures. These traditional symbolic representations of 
women had their origins in the central importance of reproduction to an agricultural 
economy. Accordingly, female deities as the fundamental symbols of fertility are 
commonly cast in the role of creators and they offer support and shelter in many places in 
Vietnam. 
Mother worship indeed offers many advantages to Vietnamese women (both 
‘normal’ and ‘deviant’) as well as to ‘deviant’ male mediums, who claim to be possessed 
by goddesses as an explanation of their feminine gestures and at the same time explain 
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their refusal to enter into transsexual roles.  Female mediums, supported by these gods, 
can successfully avoid their mundane duties as wives to their husbands. They can thereby 
avoid, at least to some degree, the patriarchal expectations that flow from Confucianism 
which is still a lively aspect of contemporary Vietnamese culture despite the recent 
history of secular communism.  
Traditional Vietnamese society generally had a binary gender system in which 
everyone was unambiguously categorized as either male or female. Thus, the 
acknowledgement of multiple rather than singular expressions of gender has been 
accompanied by a recognition that some forms of masculinity or femininity are more 
socially valued than others. In Confucianism, relations between particular kinds of 
masculinity (or particular kinds of femininity) were understood as relations of power that 
is of domination and subordination. For example, while there may be many ways to be a 
man in a Confucian society, hegemonic masculinity, when combined with polygamy, was 
the most respected sexual orientation. The Confucian emphasis on patriarchy and male 
domination in spiritual and secular leadership was illustrated by the traditional 
subordination of women and by the restrictions and limitations placed on them. This 
patriarchal philosophy has long been regarded as an effective basis for the socialization 
of women into subservient and submissive social roles. The teachings of both Confucius 
and Mencius referring to coherence (li ) , benevolence (ren), and filial piety (xiao) 
endorsed an orderly social and political system that rested on hierarchical relations 
between both generations and genders. Just as the peasant obeyed his lord, so the wife 
obeyed her husband. Without such arrangements, Confucian philosophy warned that 
social disorder must follow. However, in a long period of history extending through the 
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colonial era, Vietnamese women have been registering their presence in society through a 
series of folk gods. Vu Van Mau (1970) has argued that the matriarchal system persisted 
for centuries in Vietnam. For instance, Lady Trieu was followed by many people when 
she organized an uprising against the Chinese government in 248 and levirate was often 
practiced in traditional Vietnam. 
In recent feminist theory, Judith Butler (1990) has argued that women are 
divisively different, belonging to separate classes, races, and ethnicities, and that we 
should regard gender as a fluid, variable category. Sociologists have to take note of the 
various ways in which women behave at different times and in different places rather 
than persisting with ‘essentialist’ notions about who or what they are ontologically. 
Butler following Louis Althusser proposes that women are ideologically called out (or 
interpellated) rather than biologically determined.  The history of female deities among 
the Viet people lends considerable weight to such an argument. According to Di tich lish 
su van hoa Viet Nam (Vietnamese Historico-Cultural Vestiges), between two hundred and 
one thousand sites of worship are dedicated to goddesses or deified female historical 
personalities. Many of the ancestral patron saints of trade are female and the idea of the 
nation is also represented by goddesses: by the Earth Goddess, Mo Gia (the goddess who 
helped to delimit the national borders) and by the fairy Au Co who gave birth to a sack of 
one hundred eggs that would produce a hundred sons, the ancestors of the Vietnamese. 
The goddesses also created material riches and different professions, such as Mother 
Rice, Mother Sugar Cane, Mother Fire, the Queen of the Store (Ba Chua Kho), the 
Mother with Breasts as Large as Baskets (Ba Vu Thung), and other women-creators of 
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weaving, cotton cultivation, the production of salt, cakes, and dishes, and the 
development of carpentry. 
There are in addition other warrior goddesses who defended the country such as 
the two Trung Sisters with their generals, Madame Trieu, Queen Duong Van Nga (the 
early Ly dynasty), Queen Y Lan (under the Lý dynasty), General Bui Thi Xuan (under 
the Tay Son dynasty), and the third wife of De Tham (who was involved in resistance 
against the French). In the South, the honorific term Mau is often replaced by Chua, Ba, 
and Ba Chua. The most popular goddess is, without question, Ba Chua Ngoc (Mother of 
Jade), who is often identified with the Mother Goddess Thien Ya Na. The spirits 
governing the Sam and Linh Son mountains became Ba Chua Xu and Ba Den 
respectively. Other goddesses carry the title of Ba or Ba Chua: Ba Chua Sat (iron), Ba 
Kim (metal), Ba Moc (wood), Ba Thuy (water), and Ba Hoa (fire). 
In Gender Trouble, Butler (1990) also deals with the period in the life cycle when 
women are free from becoming pregnant. Women should not be automatically identified 
in terms of their sex because there are for example female infants and children who 
clearly cannot be impregnated, and there are also older women who can no longer have 
children. We should avoid the trap of assuming that reproduction is central to the 
permanent sexing of the (female) body. The narratives I have obtained from female 
participants in Vietnamese mediumship explore the idea that women in some aspects, for 
instance in terms of their psycho-biological features, are similar to men in society. They 
no longer identify themselves unambiguously as girlfriends, wives or mothers in 
relationship to men, but come also to think about their identities with respect to the spirit 
world. Their concerns are not only or simply restricted to family issues but also include 
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their friendships, social status and bodily needs. In a modern industrial epoch, technology 
can facilitate women in housework and in principle women can have more spare time for 
such non-familial interests and activities. Besides the growing importance of 
individualism in capitalist Vietnam encourages these women to be more confident in the 
affirmation of their status as citizens who are equal to men.  
While patriarchal ideology is still blocking or excluding ‘deviant’ persons from 
the full material and social benefits that attend the position of a modern citizen, 
mediumship provides a social environment in which female and male bodies are sites in 
which spirits can become embodied and incarnate. There is, so to speak, no deeply 
divisive gender bias within the spirit world. The ritual gestures, though originating in the 
mundane interests of health and wealth, turn out to possess magical factors. Such magical 
factors have provided them with a creative religious environment, where the religious 
orientations of ‘world rejection’ and ‘world acceptance’, to use the language of Max 
Weber, can live together.  Spirit mediumship brings together an attitude of mystical 
withdrawal into the spirit world and active engagement with money, health and other 
secular concerns. This combination of the spiritual and the material also provides an 
environment within which there could be a certain psychological flexibility with respect 
to the male and the female dimensions of everyday life. 
Under Confucianism, women are bound by many requirements such as the ‘three 
bonds’ (tam tong) and the ‘four moral identities’ (tu duc). The ‘three bonds’ requires 
women to be subordinated to their fathers when they are girls, to husbands when they are 
mature, and to sons when they are old. At the same time, the ‘four moral identities’ 
require women to be skillful in housework, good-looking, polite, and sexually faithful. 
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Accordingly, a ‘good woman’ would not have an opportunity to express her own needs 
and a ‘hot temper’ becomes an overt sign of a deviant character in womanhood. In these 
normative contexts, the body becomes a cultural canvass upon which certain character 
traits are written or inscribed, and we can analyze the problems of society via the body in 
what Bryan Turner (1992) has called the ‘somatic society’ that is a social context in 
which major political, psychological and cultural tensions are manifest as bodily issues. 
In this case, the hot tempered female body is a sign of both psychological tensions and 
female resistance to patriarchal power. 
The orthodox Confucian ideology limits women inside a set of obligations, 
making women feel guilty when they try to transgress the norms of a given society and in 
these circumstances mediumship creates another society for women somewhat outside 
the constraints of Confucian tradition. Women can live at the same time in two social 
dimensions, one requiring world acceptance and one offering the possibilities of world 
rejection. Thus, embodiment for deviant people, especially women, can be seen from 
their presence in two interconnected societies - both ‘official’ (quan phuong) and 
‘unofficial’ (phi quan Phuong). In Vietnamese terminology, dong bong (two-sex 
shadows), as a characteristic of ‘hot-temper women’, is used only in phi quan phuong 
culture to indicate that this characteristic is created mystically by spirits.  
 
Becoming a Medium 
Most of the narratives about how to become a medium from my interviewees are 
based on their experience of sudden bad luck or vital sickness or so-called ngai hanh 
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(spirit torture). Because a person is involuntarily designated as a medium, a person 
cannot openly volunteer to become a medium. Furthermore a designated candidate still 
has to overcome many obstacles, essentially time and effort, to get into the medium 
community. First, one has to meet a master with ‘the predestined affinity’, who later on 
will help her or him to enter into mediumship. After some time of being an apprentice 
with many challenges, one will have ‘the opening of the palace’ officially to claim one’s 
own status as a medium.  
Second, as a rule, designated candidates or deviant persons would suffer social 
pressure not only on their own life but also on all their other relatives. For example, one 
father of a man I have interviewed was very distressed after discovering that his son 
wanted to become a medium. To prevent him from entering mediumship, the father has 
severely bitten him many times, even confiscating all his belongings, including his 
clothes. 
The conditions that determine female mediumship are even more daunting and 
difficult and as a result almost all female mediums I have known are elderly. Women 
may be allowed to participate in mediumship only after they have completed their duties 
as a wife and a mother in a normal family life. In conversations with me, they constantly 
confirmed that what they pray to the gods and how they devote themselves to spirits, are 
constantly monitored by their whole family, especially by their husbands and sons. 
In the medium community, I have also met many ‘deviant persons’, who have not 
yet become mediums or will not be mediums. They are followers and supporters of 
existing mediums. The common reason of their postponement in becoming mediums is 
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that they still have strong ties with their families and cannot devote their whole life to 
spirits or in their words of one of my interviewees: 
 may be our predestined affinities are to support mediums, 
we are not honored enough to be appointed as a medium. 
Yet they contribute money, time, and work for mediumship and as a result they 
gain a position in the community, where they can enjoy themselves with the music and 
images from the medium: 
On the green hills, there are butter flies and flowers, 
In the forest, the Royal Damsel descends to flirt with passers-by 
Her garments and shoes are so elegant, 
Her two lamps are bright in the sky, 
As a halo, 
In her belt tuck the comb and flowers. 
Her lamps shine everywhere. 
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Conclusion: theory, thesis and methods 
I have claimed in these opening remarks that there is a long tradition in Vietnam 
of Confucian norms which carved out a submissive and traditional role for women as 
dutiful daughters and submissive wives. Alongside this Confucian legacy, there is also a 
traditional culture of patriarchy that reinforces this philosophical inheritance in which 
there is a definite binary division between men and women that is seen to be natural. 
Spirit mediumship provides spaces for ‘deviant’ men and women to find an acceptable 
social niche in which their deviant sexual identities can be partially normalized. Because 
my focus is on gender and spirit possession, I have taken much of the theoretical 
inspiration for this thesis from feminism, especially from the work of Judith Butler who 
has developed a theory in which gender identities are, as she says, interpellated by the 
larger culture. The medium is called out or haled by the cultural milieu, and in this sense 
does not choose a gender identity any more than they choose to be mediums. Finally and 
paradoxically therefore while these religious channels in the ‘work’ of mediumship 
provide some escape from the constraints of heterosexuality, a medium cannot choose to 
be a spirit medium. They have to be selected involuntarily if their status is to be 
respected.  
Although I argue that spirit mediumship provides some form of normalization 
of the social roles for deviant people, within a longer historical perspective spirit 
mediumship has obviously not been compatible with the official secular ideology of the 
Communist Party of Vietnam. Spirit mediumship is very much an unofficial and 
popular activity among a wide variety of status groups and social classes in 
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contemporary Vietnam. Furthermore the official ideology of the Party is one of secular 
rationalism and as a result spirit mediums have to be careful about their activities which 
are to a large extent clandestine. The topic of religion in the social sciences has to be 
treated carefully and circumspectly by researchers in communist Vietnam. Like the 
Party in contemporary China, the Vietnamese authorities remain suspicious about and 
apprehensive of any activity related to religion. There is some evidence that the Viet 
communists, again rather like their counterparts in China, view Buddhism with more 
respect than they do Christianity which is seen to be a western intrusion and the 
Christian Church, at least the Roman Catholic Church, is still associated with French 
colonialism. Spirit mediumship is also regarded with suspicious partly because of its 
associations with marginal ethnic groups. To quote Philip Taylor (2007:8) from his 
Modernity and Re-enchantment ‘By law, all religious activities must be registered with 
state authorities, although informal practices are widespread. Several religious practices 
such as spirit possession, divination and faith healing remain illegal, although subject to 
uneven policing. An ordinance on belief and religious organizations passed in mid-
2004, prohibits the misuse of belief and religion for “superstitious practices”, and 
activities that contravene the law, incite “divisions among people and ethnic groups”, 
and “infringe national security”’ . To study mediumship, we must also study its place in 
the changing structures of Vietnamese civil society and its changing role in the 
Vietnamese economy, especially the black economy. 
Research on spirit mediums in modern Hanoi cannot be undertaken easily and it 
would be difficult to conduct a formal survey of mediums and many conventional 
research methods – such as participant observation – raise obvious difficulties. 
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Furthermore, as a master’s thesis student with modest research resources, my 
opportunities to conduct a large-scale project were limited. I decided therefore to do a 
small number of interviews in the city of Hanoi, where I had pre-existing contacts with 
mediums through my family network and through the Institute of Cultural Studies . The 
research aim was to gather qualitative data that might help me interpret the behaviour 
and attitudes of sexually ‘deviant’ people engaged in mediumship rather than conduct a 
large quantitative study of mediumship over several cities. 
The main problem facing the interviewer is to gain the confidence of the 
mediums who would otherwise be suspicious of the researcher, whom they may well 
believe is a covert government agent. My main concern in methodological terms was to 
obtain high quality data rather than concentrate on the quantity of responses. In short, 
my empirical chapters rest on the richness of the interviews rather than on a large 
number of respondents. 
I have conducted interviews with two mediums (one male and one female), who 
at the time of the interview were living in Hanoi and with five of their disciples. Both 
mediums have been mediums for a long time and I obtained their names through the 
local mediumship network. The male medium lives in Hanoi, where his family has 
lived for many generations. He can be called ‘Hanoian’. However, the female medium 
is not ‘Hanoian’; she moved to Hanoi ten years ago but she still runs a business in her 
hometown as a means for conducting worship in various local temples. Before the 
research started I had known the man for three years and the woman for four years. 
Therefore, the issue of confidence did not arise and the respondents felt free to answer 
my questions without reserve. 
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My relationships with other interviewees, who are participants in the spirit 
possession rituals, have lasted for one or two years. The interviews took place in the 
mediums’ temples and in other sites such as cafeterias, where we could talk to each 
other freely.  These conversations were captured through written field notes since the 
interviewees were reluctant to allow me to use a tape recorder. These data are presented 
as an appendix to this thesis and I have only quoted selectively from this rich source of 
qualitative evidence. My thesis is therefore tentative and indicative of trends, but where 
possible I have quoted other research on religion in Vietnam to consolidate my 
argument. 
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Chapter 2 
The Framework of the Thesis: a literature review 
 
Introduction: early anthropological and sociological perspectives 
My objective in this chapter is to offer a limited overview of some of the literature 
on spirit possession in general and to consider the literature on Vietnam in particular. The 
point of this overview is to consider the specific literature relating to the modern period 
of Vietnamese religion with special reference to gender issues. It is in fact impossible in 
the space of one chapter to review the sociological and anthropological literature on 
shamanism, spirit possession and ecstatic forms of religious experience. There are many 
classical studies within this scholarly genre such as William James’s The Varieties of 
Religious Experience (1922) and Mircea Eliade’s Shamanism (originally published in 
1964). To take another classic, Joachim Wach in his Sociology of Religion (1944:17) said 
that it would be interesting to review the whole history of religion as a struggle ‘for the 
adequate manifestation and expression of religious experience’. Alongside this classical 
literature, there is in modern scholarship a bewildering array of sociological publications 
on religious experience alongside modernization and globalization in the work of Roland 
Robertson, Mark Juergensmeyer and Peter Beyer which is partly summarized in such 
textbooks as The Blackwell Companion to Globalization (Ritzer, 2007). The specialized 
literature on women, marginalization and possession is equally extensive. To quote one 
study almost at random, David Lehmann (1996:141) in his Struggle for the Spirit 
associates contemporary religious effervescence in Latin America with the general ‘crises 
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of Brazil’ namely the failures of institutionalized Catholicism, poverty, urban 
deprivation, massive inequality and police brutality, and the recruitment of women to 
what he calls ‘possession cults’ as a consequence of ‘the plight of women: betrayed, 
beaten, overwhelmed’.  It is not possible to review this literature as a whole and in any 
case we can detect a common pattern in these works which is that there is a close 
association between women and possession, that the strength of spirit possession is 
associated with social marginalization, and that the apparent revival of these forms of 
religious activity, especially in the post-communist world, is associated with the 
uncertainties of a deregulated economy. Not surprisingly therefore, states of spiritual 
exaltation in which the believer feels himself or herself possessed by a deity and raised to 
a new level of being are found commonly in Vietnamese spirit possession religion or len 
dong. However, spirit possession is certainly not unique to Vietnam. 
    I shall start my limited literature review by considering one classical text on 
spirit possession and shamanism which was published by I. M. Lewis in Ecstatic Religion 
(1971) and which offers a general sociological approach to this type of experience. 
Although this text was published over three decades ago, it provides a useful framework 
within which to locate my study. Lewis remains highly relevant to my thesis since he 
detected a close association between gender and ecstatic experience, on the one hand, and 
perceived a relationship between social deprivation and marginality and spirit possession, 
on the other. He was in particular interested in spirit possession as a ‘marginal cult’, in 
Lewis words, as a form of indirect protest on the part of the downtrodden – particularly 
women – in society. Although the sub-title of his work describes his approach as ‘an 
anthropological study’, his first chapter gives an account of ‘a sociology of ecstasy’, and 
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hence his approach also appears directly relevant to my attempt to develop a sociology of 
spirit possession. 
From this sociological approach, spirit possession in general is a form of religious 
enthusiasm, since it is commonly interpreted as an instance of divine inspiration. It does 
not attain in general any significant degree of social acceptance and is normally opposed 
or actively persecuted, because it is seen to be a challenge to the status quo that is to 
routine practices and institutions. Such ecstatic experiences only obtain the support of 
oppressed sections of the community. Spirit possession as an instance of ecstatic religion, 
in Lewis’s perspective, can be seen therefore as a further expression of  the ‘religions of 
the oppressed’ (Lanternari, 1963) and he quotes Jean-Paul Sartre in this context as 
recognizing spirit possession as a manifestation of colonial conflict.  In his 1961 preface 
to Franz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1965), Sartre argued that in the last days of 
colonialism in Algeria, spirit possession was a weapon against social humiliation and 
personal despair. 
Both sociologists and anthropologists have considered the social role of the 
shaman and the various ways in which religious ecstasy may serve as the basis for 
charismatic authority. Lewis was clearly aware, however, of the contradictory nature of 
religious authority based on ecstatic experiences. For him, the apparent evasion of 
responsibility, when decisions are made not by men but by gods speaking through these 
mortal vessels, and the employment of ecstatic revelations to conserve and fortify the 
existing social order, can have radical consequences.  In this respect it is useful 
conceptually to make a distinction between the ‘priest’ and the ‘shaman’ as forms of 
religious leadership and authority. Whereas the shaman is a ‘ceremonial practitioner 
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whose powers come from direct contact with the supernatural, by divine stroke, rather 
than from inheritance or memorized ritual’, the priest may be defined as a ‘ceremonial 
practitioner who often inherits his position and who learns a body of codified and 
standardized ritual knowledge from older priests and later transmits it to successors’ 
(Lessa and Vogt, 1972:381). William Lessa and Evon Vogt add that shamanistic ritual 
typically takes place outside a calendrical framework and is characteristically addressed 
to healing the sick and the frail. 
Anthropological research has therefore often interpreted spirit possession, as a 
subset of general shamanism, as a response to social uncertainty and conflict. Thus Lewis 
to some extent followed S. F. Nadel’s view of shamanism, in which Nadel (1946) had 
rejected the view that the shaman is mentally unstable, arguing instead that, with respect 
to spirit possession among the Nuba tribes of the Sudan, shamanism was a cathartic 
mechanism and as such functioned as an indigenous preventive psychiatry. Lewis came 
to see these forms of religion as attempts to enrich the spiritual armour of a small scale 
community faced with chronic environmental uncertainty, or rapid, inexplicable and 
unpredictable social change. What spirit possession proclaimed is not merely that the 
gods are with the community, but these powers are within the community.  
Lewis also drew upon various sociological approaches to the study of spirit 
possession, namely the work of T.K. Oesterreich (1930) in Possession who made a 
connection between ecstasy in the great religions of the world and in the tribal religions 
studied by anthropologists. This German medical student of possession noticed in 
medieval documents relating to the treatment of victims of possession  that  trance often 
occurred as a result of  clerical exorcism. The exorcist in one sense induced possession 
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and only then did trance in the clinical sense really occur. This penetrating observation 
corresponds very well with the evidence of Jean-Martin Charcot and  Sigmund Freud in 
their experiences at the Salpetiere mental hospital in Paris in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. As now seems clear, it was Charcot himself who often induced the 
extravagant manifestations of grand hysteria in his patients rather than the patients, as it 
were, spontaneously breaking into a ‘trance’.  
The other influence came from Mircea Eliade (1972) when his magisterial 
Shamanism and Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy was published in 1951 in French. Eliade 
examined the many common symbolic themes which occur in ecstatic cults in different 
religious traditions. In Shamanism he argued that in central and northeast Asia, there 
were two methods or processes for the recruitment of shamans, namely hereditary 
transmission and spontaneous vocation that is a call or election. Shamans who chose to 
become practitioners of their own ‘free will’ are regarded as less powerful than the 
involuntary shaman. However they are selected, the shaman is not fully recognised until 
they have received visions and dreams, and have been inducted by existing shamans into 
appropriate techniques (typically relating to healing and conjuring up the spirits). Finally 
the calling to shamanism is often associated with an illness; Eliade (1972:33) refers to 
this form of initiation as a ‘sickness-vocation’. 
The core of Lewis’s approach can be seen as a reflection on Eliade’s notions of 
involuntary initiation. The experience of possession is crucially related to the issue of the 
voluntary or involuntary nature of ecstatic experiences. In his basic classification, Lewis 
(1971:122) identified three ‘contexts of possession’. First there is the case of individuals 
who, experiencing a significant affliction, interpret them as involuntary possession by an 
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evil spirit. Secondly, there is the case of controlled and voluntary possession in which a 
shaman can not only ‘tame’ powerful spirits but manipulate them to act his enemies. 
Thirdly, there is the case of an individual who is possessed by an evil spirit which has 
been directed against the individual by a powerful shaman, and hence Lewis regards this 
type as an example of witchcraft. 
Perhaps the originality of Lewis’s position is to see these two dimensions – 
voluntary/involuntary and controlled/uncontrolled – as in fact two phases of a process of 
initiation in which the process of becoming a shaman is divided into two stages: 
‘involuntary, uncontrolled’ and ‘voluntary, controlled’. These phases related to a dualistic 
cosmology which distinguishes between the powers of darkness and light. The whole 
process is typically associated with bouts of illness and interventions to heal victims, 
often through exorcism. These spiritual powers which the shaman can attempt to control 
are essentially ambiguous in that they can be a threat to the social order and at the same 
time they can be significant in upholding the social order. In short, they can be perceived 
as both socially malign and benign. This ambiguity also relates to Lewis’s perception of 
spirit possession as a religious expression of the socially deprived and economically 
marginal. Spirit possession as a ‘peripheral cult’ allows socially marginal people ‘to 
advance their interests and improve their lot by escaping, even if only temporarily, from 
the confining bonds of their allotted stations in society’ (Lewis, 1971: 127). These protest 
cults form a kind of ritual rebellion, but they are only partially successful as protests 
because they are relatively easily contained within the broader framework of society and 
they are easily contained because these spirits are recognized as ‘pathogenic powers 
which lack any direct and explicit moral significance in the total society’ (Lewis, 1971: 
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127). However, it would be wrong, according to Lewis, to reduce shamanism and spirit 
possession as cultural phenomena to merely the expressions of the private fantasies of 
psychotic or otherwise disturbed individuals. The shaman is not simply the symbol of 
subjection and despondency but of independence and hope. In the work of the shaman, 
human beings proclaim their triumph over such elemental powers by transforming them, 
at least on occasions, into a socially beneficent force. 
Lewis’s analysis of spirit possession also raised issues about gender divisions in 
folk religion. Anticipating later feminist critiques of the study of religion, Lewis observed 
that, although men dominate religious institutions generally, women often play a leading 
role in affairs to do with illness and healing. To a considerable extent these ‘peripheral 
cults’ protect women from the demands and control of men, offering women a vehicle for 
the manipulation of husbands and male relatives. In societies that have polygamous 
marriage, spirit possession can be come associated with marital tensions and conflicts. In 
some cases, the onset of spirit illness coincides with a husband’s attempts to secure an 
additional spouse, but men will interpret the affliction as yet another example of  ‘the 
deceitful tricks which women regularly employ against men’(Lewis, 1971:76).In these 
possession rituals, women assume men’s roles and power – however briefly. For Lewis 
(1971: 86), within social bounds which are not infinitively elastic, both men and women 
can be more or less satisfied. Nevertheless, spirit mediumship leaves  ‘the official 
ideology of male supremacy’ largely intact. This gender relationship is of course not 
limited to spirit possession cults. In Christianity, the history of enthusiasm has been 
primarily a history of female emancipation from these institutional constraints. 
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Literature relating to spirit mediumship in Vietnam 
Religious practices are flourishing in modern Vietnam. From small village-level 
communal festivals to regional or national-level events, participation in rituals and 
pilgrimages is growing. In Hanoi alone, 113 communal rituals for the worship of tutelary 
deities were held in 2000 (Le Trung Vu et al., 2001). Traditional rituals are daily 
occurrences. Several famous temples and Buddhist pagodas receive more than a million 
visitors annually with a variety of attractive religious events and special programs. It is 
not uncommon to see community rituals and pilgrimages in which thousands of people 
attend. 
  Research on traditional rituals and communal festivals is also increasing. The 
majority of recent foreign studies regarding the upsurge in ritual activities in Vietnam 
attribute its increase to the uncertainty that attends the political and economic 
transformations since the Renovation policies of the mid-1980s. Even during the 
revolutionary period, many religious practices, contradictory to the official ideology and 
policies of the state, took place owing to the initiative of local people (Malarney, 1996b: 
543-4). However, the contemporary effervescence in religious activities has been the 
result of the easing of state regulations and increasing incomes levels after the economic 
reforms (Endres 2002; Luong 1993 and 1994). Recently several ethnographic studies 
have investigated communal rituals and pilgrimages. Some scholars have examined 
religious revivals in the context of local history and culture (Malarney 2002; Taylor 
2004a), and others have explored the revival of rituals against the backdrop of the socio-
cultural dynamics of local communities (Kleinen 1999; Truong Huyen Chi 2001:91). 
However, it is necessary to take note the fact that the socialist state continues to play a 
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key role in the religious sphere. It has actively intervened in religious activities to defend 
the normative agenda of the government and the Communist Party (Abuza 2001: 183-90, 
see also, Endres 2001; Malarney 1996a). 
In recent years, len dong spirit mediumship has been drawing an ever growing 
number of devoted believers and initiates. Temples dedicated to the pantheon of the Four 
Palaces (Tu Phu) receive a constant stream of visitors, seeking to engage with the spirit 
world for their existential needs and economic benefit. Prominent master mediums attract 
a large and diverse clientele, who believe they cannot succeed in this life unless they 
repay their debt to the Four Palaces from a previous incarnation by entering into the 
spirits’s service (Fjelststad and Nguyen 2006). In the buoyant and overflowing market of 
modern Hanoi (Schütte 2005), a veritable spirit industry has emerged with shops that 
specialize in wholesale and retail of ritual robes and frills, family enterprises producing 
intricate votive paper objects, and musicians and assistants organizing their busy 
schedules over their cell phones in the midst of an ongoing cultural revival. 
The upsurge of religious and ritual activity that has become apparent in Vietnam 
since the onset of the economic reforms known as Doi Moi is by no means unique in the 
region, nor is it peripheral. Max Weber’s paradigm of an inexorable disenchantment and 
de-mystification (Entzauberung) of the world as the defining character of modernity has 
in fact been undermined or at least questioned by an exuberant religious fervor that has 
accompanied the (re)emergence of capitalist market relations in different parts of the 
world, including China and Vietnam (Keyes, Hardacre, and Kendall 1994; Comaroff 
1994; Taylor 2004a). Observers note that the dynamic interrelation between religion and 
economic development even brings forth ‘the growth of new forms of religiosity in the 
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context of economic activity and wealth creation itself’ (Roberts 1995:2). The rise of 
‘prosperity religions’ (Roberts 1995; Jackson 1999), ‘amoral cults’ (Weller 1994) and 
‘occult economies’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000) also indicates that salvation may be 
sought in wealth acquisition and the pursuit of worldly goods rather than in fostering 
other-worldly life styles and their attendant ethical values. Moreover, these divergent 
responses to the unleashing of the spirit of capitalism have significantly contributed to a 
critical reflection on the notion of a singular secular modernity. Instead, it has been 
claimed that we need a more differentiated view of modernization, giving rise to such 
notions as  multiple, vernacular, alternative, or other modernities (Eisenstadt 2000; Pels 
2003; Knauft 2002: 194-195). 
Evidently, the very emphasis on aesthetic skills and performative techniques also 
enables len dong ritual practice to accommodate practitioners that are said to be ‘show-
off mediums’ [dong dua] (Endres 2006). This appellation designates performers – some 
of whom are said to not even to have a medium’s fate [can] – whose agenda is dominated 
(in some cases may be even replaced) by a powerful urge to compete with other mediums 
in putting on grand displays of their wealth. These competitive practices lend further 
credibility to the arguments of many American sociologists that we need a notion of 
‘religious markets’ to grasp these contemporary trends in modern religion (Warner, 
2004). The vision of elderly ‘nostalgic’ mediums who underscore the simplicity and 
pureness of religious devotion in the golden past tends to overlook the fact that most of 
them received their calling into mediumship during times of severe political restrictions 
imposed on ritual practices by both legal prohibitions as well as by economic hardship 
(Larsson and Endres 2006). But printed sources dating back to the late colonial period 
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reveal a different reality (Thien Do 2003: 98). From the entrepreneurial boom era of the 
early twentieth century up to the end of the Franco-Vietnam War, len dong ritual practice 
apparently flourished into a veritable spirit possession movement (phong trao len dong) 
among the female members of the new urban bourgeoisie (Nhat Lang 1952:3). The 
anthropologist Nguyen Van Huyen (1995 [1945]: 256) states that ‘in Hanoi (temples 
dedicated to the cult) are so much frequented that the price of a consecration becomes 
unaffordable for people living in simple conditions’. In his novel Hau Thanh (1942, 
reprinted in 1990) the author Long Chuong vividly portrays the social world of the 
mediums in late colonial Hanoi as one that was dominated by wealthy women vying for 
status and reputation among the ‘children of spirits’ [con nha thanh] in a passionate 
competition to outdo each other in fulfilling their religious duties. There was as it were a 
conspicuous consumption of spirituality. The fact that more than one writer felt inspired 
to reflect satirically or moralistically on the effervescence of len dong mediumship 
echoes the condescending attitude among the educated urban Vietnamese intelligentsia 
towards these popular religious practices and excessive ritual investment (Endres 2001). 
This social scene is well illustrated in Nhat Lang’s “fictional reportages” phong su tieu 
thuyet on mediumship (Dong bong 1952), the series of reports by  Trong Lang published 
in 1935 in the weekly magazine Phong Hoa (Customs)  and which are discussed in Thien 
Do (2003, 99), and the novel Hau Thanh by Long Chuong that was first published in 
1942 (Long Chuong 1990). To illustrate my point, let me quote a particularly spiteful 
passage from Phan Ke Binh’s influential study Vietnamese Custom [Viet Nam Phong 
Tuc] that was first published in 1915:  
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The mediums wear green and red robes and colorful 
scarves, they hop and bop in front of the altar, wriggling ad 
swinging their hips. […] It is said that mediums imitate the fanciful 
European dancing style that provide women with an opportunity to 
exhibit their attractive feminine figures. As our tradition lacks this 
opportunity, they borrow the form of Dong bong to dance – it is 
characteristic for women that they want to show their beauty in 
front of everybody. (Phan Ke Binh 1992, pp. 239- 240; my 
translation). 
Early twentieth-century intellectuals and writers like Phan Ke Binh subscribed to 
a concept of cultural modernization that strongly advocated the Vietnamese adoption of 
Western values, lifestyle and technologies. Their critical comments about mediumship 
hitherto have been characterized as a process of putting ‘tradition on trial’, negatively 
assessing traditions that were considered obsolete or unequal to the demands of the 
modern world (Marr 1981). Yet this quotation suggests their criticisms were at times also 
directed at the impropriety of such practices as sitting awkwardly with the modern: 
blatantly ostentatious and ridiculously influenced by contemporary fashions. Their 
critique can therefore be read as an attempt to rescue the spirit of modernity from its 
social derailment by disorderly religious innovations or a marginalized ritual practice 
performed by women especially the prestige pursuits of the female nouveau riche.. 
 I argue that len dong mediumship instead can be seen as providing its 
practitioners with a symbolic framework that allows them to assimilate modern 
influences comfortably and to impose meaningfulness upon otherwise disruptive and 
 29
Spirit Worship and Sexuality in Vietnam 
dynamic social developments that have been taking place since the beginning of the 
twentieth century (Jackson 1999: 50; Pham Quynh Phuong 2005:193; Knauft 2002: 13). 
Spirit mediums thus embody what we might call a ‘subaltern modernity’ that creatively 
combines elements of tradition and modernity. It is perhaps this very cultural eclecticism 
that defies easy analysis and disrupts the interpretations of social scientists who still 
entertain something approaching an evolutionary and unitary view of modernization. 
Performativity in fact plays a crucial role in len dong mediumship and this 
aesthetic pleasure which clients can discern in ritual activity is a key attribute of a 
successful performance. Market relations and a burgeoning capitalist economy have even 
enhanced its significance. Whereas during times of war, food scarcity and state 
persecution, mediums would have to make do with one single robe, a very few modest 
offerings, and no music for fear of revealing their presence, material comfort and modern 
consumerism have now set new standards for ritual aesthetics and infused the practices of 
spirit mediumship spirits with new symbolic meanings. 
The flourishing of len dong mediumship in times of economic prosperity and 
social transformation, however, is neither just a recent phenomenon nor can it be viewed 
simply as a retreat to an archaic past arising from the upsetting experience of modernity. 
Rather, len dong mediumship and ritual practice have creatively taken shape in and 
reflected on the historical and political context of the times, thus challenging both the 
colonial perspective on modernization and the hegemony of socialist and nationalist 
narratives. At the same time the “essential contestability” (Lambek 1996: 238) of 
symbolic meanings and practices is mapped out in contentious and contested claims to 
authenticity, ritual propriety and moral conduct. 
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In recent years, Vietnamese scholars have paid more attention to these mediums. 
There have been international conferences about the mediumship of the Three and Four 
Palace or Mother Goddess (Dao Mau- another name used by some researchers (for 
example by Ngo Duc Thinh and Pham Quynh Phuong) religion. Many studies, together 
with academic articles about the mediumship, have been published. The cause of this 
academic attention is, as I have already claimed, is the rapid revitalization of worship 
among Vietnamese people once Vietnam had entered into the Renovation period (thoi ky 
doi moi). Two significant publications in this respect were Goddess on the rise: 
pilgrimage and popular religion in Vietnam by Philip Taylor (2004) and Praying for 
Profits: The cult of the Lady of the Treasury by Le Hong Ly (2001). In the past, there 
were only two French books written about Vietnamese spirit possession ceremonies. 
These were Technique et pantheon des mediums vietnamiens (Dong) by Maurice Durand 
and Hau Bong: Un culte vietnamien de possession transplante en France by Ida Simon-
Barouh (1973). From the 1990s, research about the history of the religion and its 
pantheon has contributed to this new scholarship. Dao Mau o Viet Nam (Mother Goddess 
religion in Vietnam) by Ngo Duc Thinh (1996) was written about the religion’s pantheon 
and its historical resources and Tran Hung Dao and the Mother Goddess religion Pham 
Quynh Phuong (2006) is particularly useful as an account of one goddess of the 
pantheon. 
Focusing on len dong spirit possession rituals, Barley Norton (2006) in Music and 
Possession in Vietnam examined chau van music and possession, while Nguyen Thi Hien 
(2006) studied Vietnamese mediumship as a form of therapy in ‘A bit of a spirit favor is 
equal to a load o mundane gifts’: votive paper offerings of Len Dong rituals in Post-
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Renovation Vietnam. Viveca Larsson and Kirsten W. Endres (2006) reported on the 
process of becoming a medium in Children of the Spirits, Followers of a Master: Spirit 
Mediums in Post-Renovation Vietnam. Barley Norton in his article ‘Hot-Temper’ women 
and ‘Effeminate’ men: The Performance of Music and Gender in Vietnamese 
mediumship’ described the alternative appearances of male and female mediums but 
focused more on music. 
Little attention has been given to the gender issue as a whole. However, there have 
been some studies by western scholars of the third gender issue in Southeast Asian 
countries. For example, the Hijras in India and Bangladesh, the most well known and 
populous third sex people in the modern world, were examined in Gendered Bodies: The 
Case of the ‘Third Gender’ in India, 1997 by Anuja Agrawal. The kathoeys (or 
‘ladyboys’) in Thailand were considered by Peter Jackson (2003) in Performative 
Genders, Perverse Desires: A Bio-History of Thailand's Same-Sex and Transgender 
Cultures. Also in Polynesian Gender Liminality through Time and Space, 1994, Niko 
Besnier has written about the Fa’afafine concept in Polynesia, which refers to gender-
crossing persons in the human society.  
With special reference to women, Watson Andaya has studied ‘women history’ in 
Southeast Asian countries in a wide variety of social conditions. In chapter three of her 
The flaming womb: repositioning women in early modern Southeast Asia (2006) she 
explored Southeast Asian women with sexually ambiguous identities in their religious 
activity thereby playing a leading role in communication with the spirit world and in 
indigenous rituals.  In Vietnam, until recently, there are some initial academic studies 
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about third gender persons but as yet there are no studies that are specifically about the 
gender of mediums.  
On the basis of this literature review, my basic questions are firstly who are  the 
mediums of the Three and Four Palace religion in terms of their gender identity, and 
secondly can they realize their deviant gender status within the traditional confines of a  
two-gender society in Vietnam?  My arguments in response to these issues are firstly that 
mediumship, often involving gay men and lesbian women, provides social roles within 
which their otherwise deviant sexual identities can be normalized and legitimated. Within 
the safe social haven of mediumship, sexual deviance becomes acceptable – or at least 
tolerated - in Vietnamese society. In other words, mediumship is an extraordinary role 
that confers social status on both deviant men and women. Secondly, mediumship offers 
women an alternative social role to reproductive female roles within the family by 
empowering them in relation to their husbands and other men in their kinship system. 
Mediumship allows women, who have for example adopted lesbian sexual orientations, to 
avoid normal sexual relations with their husbands or other men. The final argument is 
that, as a result of the Renovation period with its open policy for religious practices, 
mediumship functions as a regular part of Vietnamese civil society, contributing both 
social and economic functions in the new market economy. 
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Chapter 3: Gender and Mediumship 
 
Gender Terminology 
Femininity and masculinity are socially constructed categories that are only 
contingently related to the biologically-determined sex of the individual. Thus, gender 
not only involves the social meanings that adhere to each biologically-sexed individual 
but also to sexuality as a social performance. The sexual identity of a person is obviously 
to be distinguished from sexual desire, and from sexual intercourse between people. The 
sexual identity of a person is formed through their sexuality, their sexual desires and 
through sexual performance. Sexuality or the condition of being sexual is culturally 
shaped, and these cultural understandings are in turn inscribed on the sexual biography of 
the individual.  
Because gender ideology consists of the ideas and beliefs people have in their 
heads about how femininity and masculinity are and should be understood, at the level of 
symbol and language sexual terms work to ‘hail or interpellate concrete individuals as 
concrete subjects’ (Althusser 1971:173). For example, ‘hey, guy!’; ‘hey, girl!’ or ‘hey, 
gay!’. In Althusser’s words (1971: 174), ‘[t]he hailed individual [when called] will turn 
around. By this mere one-hundred-and eighty-degree physical turn, he becomes a subject. 
Why? Because he has recognised that the hail was “really” to him, and that “it was really 
him who was hailed”. Daily greeting, requests, and conversational exchanges cast 
individuals in gendered identities. These activities constitute individuals as concrete 
gendered subjects in the gender stratification order’. 
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Vietnam is in an interesting and complex transitional period from a society in 
which gender roles had been determined somewhat rigidly by a combination of 
traditional Confucianism and the scientific Marxist ideology of a communist state to a 
society in which modernization, economic liberalism and tourism are slowly changing 
social attitudes. The result is a strange mixture of the traditional and the modern. In my 
interviews, I discovered evidence of both traditional patriarchy and more liberal views 
about marriage, family life and gender identity. In this context of gender ambiguity, 
women can become empowered by participation in mediumship. This quotation from a 
woman who says she has a ‘duty’ to worship the gods gives some insight into the impact 
of mediumship on family life: 
Questions:   Your husband did not go with you, did he? 
Answer:   No, he did not. He had to stay at home, taking 
care for children. Besides, this is my duty to go worshipping gods. 
The gods want me to go, not him. It is lucky! I cannot imagine what 
happens if gods want both of us to serve them. We still have to 
bring up the children and earn money to live. But, thanks for gods, 
since I start serving them our life has become better. You see, now 
we have bought a house. My children are good. Both of them are 
obedient children. Our business is ok, we can afford our life 
(smile).    
Questions:   Does he care about the money you spend for 
the trip? 
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Answer:   No, he does not. Even in the days of our being in 
debt, he did not say anything. He lets me feel free with the trips 
because these trips are not for vocation, but for spirit. If I do not 
go, everything will be really bad. I have a feeling of hotness in the 
guts (nong ruot) and I cannot do a single work. Usually, after the 
pilgrimages our living conditions are improving. For example, 
there are no more quarrels between I and my husband; we see eye 
to eye with each other in most of things; we have good lucks in 
doing business and feel happy with our children. 
Questions:    Has he ever gone worshipping on behalf of 
you? 
Answer:    No, it is impossible. You will never know if you 
are not a medium (I wonder if there is a sexual element here). I 
myself have to go and we will get blessed by gods. A person cannot 
voluntarily become a medium. For example, if your destiny is 
becoming a master (quan), even you cover yourself under the 
ground, people still pull you up and put you into your position. But 
if you are not destined to become a master, even you spend a huge 
of money to buy prestige you still cannot become a master. 
 
In Vietnamese society, there are deviant categories of persons, who are not 
defined simply as man or woman, and about whom gender ideology at the level of 
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everyday language is not really clear. Although they themselves have their own names, 
which are ai, ai nam, ai nu, dong tinh luyen ai, dong bong and dong co bong cau ,  such 
names do not refer to a particular or specific sexual identity but only to somewhat 
confused gender categories. For instance, the word ai in Vietnamese means to love 
somebody. This word has its origin in Chinese with the same meaning, namely to love 
someone. However, in Viet folklore the word ai has another alternative meaning, which 
implies that somebody is not really a man or woman.  
According to traditional identification, a typical female is defined as feminine in 
terms of being obedient (ngoan), gentle (hien), charming (duyen dang), easy to be 
dominated (de bao), easy to control correspond (biet kiem che), know how to hold them 
back (biet nhin), and sweet (diu dang), grace (dang yeu) and elegance (nhu mi). In the 
patrilineal tradition of ancestor worship, women and girls, men and boys are construed by 
reference to what is thought to be their corporeal forces. Women and their bodies are 
associated with the forces of am, which are compatible with categories such as the moon, 
earth, water, rest, cold, passivity, responsiveness, darkness, inwardness, inferiority, 
negativity, the South and even numbers, while men and their bodies are associated with 
the forces of duong, which corresponding to categories such as the sun, heaven, fire, 
movement, heat, activity, stimulation, lightness, outwards, superiority, increase, upwards, 
the North,  the right side, and odd numbers.  
Owing to the dominant forces of duong in a male body, a man is considered to be 
‘hot’ (nong also signifying uncontrolled temper), while the dominant forces of am in a 
female body means that her body is perceived to be ‘cool’ (mat). Bodies, which naturally 
are ‘hot’, embody a ‘hot character’ (tinh nong) that is thought to represent an active and 
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centripetal force meaning that ‘hot’ characters inevitably will occupy and control social 
and physical space. Bodies that naturally are ‘cool’ incorporate a ‘cool character’ (mat 
tinh), which is perceived to be a more passive and centrifugal force.  
A typical male is characterized as masculine in terms of being active (hieu dong), 
naughty (buong binh), hard to control (kho kiem che), mischievous (nghich ngom) and 
wild (tu nhien), which is tied to expectations about an expansive, fluent and relaxed 
manner of embodiment. Controlling physical and social space, shouting or talking 
excitedly and chasing girls are associated with a masculine manner of conducting oneself.  
Physical strength and hot blood, which are supposed to produce energy, are important for 
identification and self-definition among Vietnamese men.  
However, female mediums are also noted for their hot tempers and they can for 
example become angry with their clients if they question the mediums’s predictions of 
the future during a séance. One disciple – an old man who attends the mediumship 
meeting to offer his prayers - reported the following incident during a fortune-telling 
session:  
Question:  Has she ever been angry with other people? 
Answer:  Not only being angry. Normally she is humorous, 
generous and friendly. But when there is something not matched in 
her will, she is inflamed. At those moments, none of us dares to say 
anything, even her husband. Last week, there was a woman coming 
here to ask her for help. Instead of listening to her words, she kept 
rejecting the medium’s explanation and advocating all the 
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mistakes happened for her difficult situation. The medium was very 
angry. She shouted at that woman and pushed her out of the 
temple. Then she was screaming with all of us. I felt so scared and 
we all kept silent.  
In other words, such people have alternative and un-
controlling tempers (tinh dong bong). Like other genius, they have 
some advantages and disadvantages. Their behaviors depend on 
their moods. Our ancestors used to say that the poorest man in the 
world is those who have to be a husband of a medium woman. I 
think this saying is correct in this case, I feel sorry for her 
husband. He is a man but he is not really a powerful and decisive 
person in their family. Besides, suffering the hot temper person, 
who is his wife, I must say, is not in deed a pleasant thing.  
 
The extraordinary character of the medium is not illustrated so much  by her 
physical strength, but by her hot temper when contradicted by another person. Although 
mediums can transgress these gender divisions, nevertheless the society as a whole still 
adheres to a traditional gender division. The concept that is generalized to female 
characters is femininity (nu tinh), while what characterizes the male character is 
masculinity (nam tinh). On the other hand, those who are not femininine (nu tinh) or 
masculine (nam tinh) enough are called ai nam and ai nu  respectively.  
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In short, by defining a female or male character in terms of the dominant gender 
ideology, a person attempts to construct himself or herself in a way that is compatible 
with the take-for-granted norms of the everyday world of the conventional society. We 
can argue that in respect of the notion of character, it can also be understood as a 
distinctive sign by which a person is recognized in public. Such signs or images, together 
with language, function as influential, conscious or unconscious, ideals of a gender 
ideology. The closer a person is connected to mainstream notions of appropriate gender 
definition, the less chance there is for misrecognition and confusion. Dominant 
assumptions about typical female and male characters may invite a man and a woman to 
experience a sense of  belonging, because the conventional definitions afford, so to speak, 
comfortable locations; on the other hand, these conventional norms simultaneously foster 
in ‘deviant persons’ a strong sense of not belonging to such powerful, customary 
categories. They are socially forced to be categorized in another way. This argument 
follows from Emile Durkheim’s argument that it is the law that produces crime and not 
vice versa (Durkheim, 1978). In a similar fashion, conventional norms about sexually 
identity produce deviant positions. 
 
There are obviously local and national definitions of gender characters that 
encapsulate perceptions of what constitutes the social and physical bodies of females and 
males. Those people who have abnormal signals of gender are allocated separately 
defined social positions. In Vietnam many of these people become mediums. Thus, there 
are additional names for gays and lesbians, who have the status of mediums such as dong 
co bong cau (possessed by the spirit of a prince and of a princess).  
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Furthermore, this compound notion is not developed in all gender references. The 
word dong has many meanings including copper, a metal coin in Vietnamese currency, 
one piece of silver coin (dong bac trang), a field such as a rice field dong lua,  or a cloth 
of the same colour  (vai dong mau).   According to Chinese etymology, the word, which 
has the sound tong means medium. Dong, a Sino-Vietnamese word, originally meant a 
virgin boy or girl, who is usually under fifteen years of age and whose pure body and soul 
are devoted to the gods. It can also used for adult mediums, for example ba dong for 
female medium and ong dong for male medium.  
In social life, the phrase dong bong (couple shadows) is used to refer to a 
constantly changing temper of someone from typical female characters to typical male 
ones.  In other words, there are always two sexualities within one person. These positions 
are either clarified by the words dong tinh luyen ai (two gender characters in a person), or 
dong co bong cau (possessed by the spirit of a prince and princess).  
Thus all the words that refer to lesbians and gays in the folklore of Vietnamese 
people are limited in the sense of gender identification or by reference to the cultural 
characteristics that define females and males. Particularly, such words originate in the 
special occupation of mediums, whose personalities are dominated by spirits. From the 
characteristics of mediumship as an occupation, its name becomes an adjective that 
implies homosexuality.  
In the ritual of Three and Four Palace religion, a medium has to serve many gods, 
who are both male and female, and the appearance, as well as gestures, of the medium are 
changing ceaselessly, according to the presence of a particular male or female god. Even 
the music and lyric of the songs are changing constantly. Mua dong (dancing in the ritual) 
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then includes various forms. They are named according to the accessories used. For 
example a dance with small torches is called mua moi, with fans mua quat, with swords 
mua kiem, with oars mua mai cheo, with scarves mua khan, with flags mua co or with a 
stick-like weapon mua heo.  Besides, there are dances specifically devoted to certain 
deities during their incarnation and these dances are named after the deities, for example 
the First Mandarin's dance, the Second Prince's dance, the Youngest Damsel's dance, 
dance of the Third Damsel of Waters, and so forth. Therefore, dong bong in general, 
refers to something complex, various and unstable. 
Bong itself has a number of meanings: shadow; shade; reflection, that is to run 
after a shadow; ball; football; dried fish bladder; bulb; a torch bulb;  shining; polished: or 
a polished pair of leather shoes. The meaning can also include the shadow of a god inside 
a medium’s body, which has in this case no relationship with sexual identity. 
Through the meaning of the words dong bong referring to gays and lesbians in 
Vietnamese folklore, it might be concluded that there was no clear conception about the 
sexual identity of deviant people in traditional society. Although character can be 
understood as a distinctive sign by which a person is recognized, at the same time 
describing the character of somebody is a way of signifying the other and, in so doing, 
stimulating the construction of coherent female and male identities.  In a society where 
the conception of gays and lesbians is still not so common, the need for a precise sexual 
identity might be assumed not to have evolved until the coming of modernization.   One 
twenty-four year old female said to me:   
I see by the time going there do more and more boys possess female 
characters. They take over many of our (girls) positions in the social life. It is so 
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sad although it is gender equality but I still would rather to have an identification 
of who is man and who is woman. 
 
In traditional society, at both local and national levels, gender terms assumed a 
binary character. While males are more active (hieu dong), females are modest (khiem 
ton) and proper (dung muc). While males are hot-tempered (nung tinh), enjoy gymnastics 
(cuong trang) and are suitable for high responsibilities, that is social officials or rulers, 
females are reluctant (rut re), shy (nhut nhat) and better with trivial work, such as 
sewing, embroidering, and housework. Accordingly, male and female adolescents must 
have proper behaviors in order to define their gender appropriately. 
However, such cultural identifications of gender are no longer so definite and 
certain, new sexual identities are coming into use and as a result we have new terms. 
There are bede, which might come from the French language; dong gioi is homosexual 
(gioi means gender or sexual); gay, which is clearly from the English word ‘gay’, stands 
for homosexual people in Vietnam. These words for gender preferences and orientations 
influence conscious and unconscious ideals of identification and self-identification of 
people in the modern period, leaving a little space for so-called ai nam ai nu, dong co 
bong cau or what Judith Butler calls ‘dis-identification’ in the circumstance where men 
identify themselves with images of typical women and women identify with images of 
typical men (Butler 1993 and 1997; Ricoeur 1992). In the past, ai nam ai nu and dong co 
bong cau produced an ambiguity between homosexual and heterosexual, and as we have 
seen there emerged a range of new words - bede, dong gioi, and gay - which have no 
specific relationship to a medium’s status.  
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There is a general sense in contemporary Vietnam that with modernization there 
is a growing tolerance of homosexuality and that the traditional rigidity of gender 
divisions is slowly changing. A female student, who sometimes goes to worship in the 
public as well as private temples, made the following comments on homosexuality: 
Question:  Do you think, mediums are homosexual persons, 
aren’t they?  
Answer:  Not really. Many of them are homosexual but this 
is not because they are mediums so they are homosexual. 
Homosexual matter derives from their childhood period. It only 
gets a little bit more from their status as a medium.  
In the past, I did not like homosexual people. But I have a 
friend, whose father has been in Thailand. He said that 
homosexual people there are not discriminated and they have an 
equal social position like other normal people. They have their 
own place of living and have their jobs.  
In the past, we thought that they are deviant and that they 
are not good persons, even some people said that they are 
punished by gods because their former life was too bad. But I think 
they are normal people. Just because inside men’s bodies, female 
hormones are more than male ones and vice versa, they have 
deviant behaviors. It does not mean that they are bad people. It 
only means that their biological structures are not as same as ours.   
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In our modern society, there are more and more 
homosexual people. Now they can live freely, with not much being 
discriminated. I know that in America, gays are allowed to marry 
each other. Therefore in Viet Nam we should not discriminate 
homosexual people. I certainly do not like them but I  think we 
should let them live naturally with their personalities. It is the 
human right. And on the other hand, some of them are very nice 
and talent in some jobs so they could be useful citizens in our 
economy.  
Although many mediums may be gay and lesbian, their image as dong bong, dong 
co bong cau, ai nam, and  ai nu does not necessarily imply that they are homosexual but 
only in the sense that they do not occupy the ‘correct’ gender positions. Studying early 
photographs of mediums suggests that there was no conception of the homosexual as a 
specific type until the period when modernization entered into Vietnamese society.         
In addition, the mood of the medium corresponds to spirits on different occasions. 
There are many occasions for spirit service days around the year, including the occasion 
of the first-footing ceremony of the transition to the Tet festival or Vietnamese New Year 
(hau xong den); the occasion of the 15th day of the first lunar month of ever season (hau 
thuong nguyen); the occasion of seal washing, usually on the 25th day of the twelfth lunar 
month (hap an); the occasion of the commencement of the summer months (hau nhap 
ha), the occasion of the end of summer, on the seventh lunar month (tan ha) and the 
occasion for the end of the year (hau tat nien). And together with various votive offerings 
ranging from seafood, animals to seasonal fruits and flowers, the moods of the deities are 
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represented by diverse emotions. In some possessions, a medium might achieve ecstasy, 
in which he or she expresses the spirit’s mood in a very strange way, accompanied by the 
loss of sense perception and control over the body.  
Changes in the medium’s moods, ritual atmosphere and hymns are the unique 
point of len dong ceremony. Therefore, the changing of the mood of mediums in their 
daily life is considered to be expressed in their performances within the rituals. For some 
mediums, the ritual is the precious occasion of their ecstasy and as a result they want to 
be photographed to record the event. One informant commented: 
From the audience, they admit that all of them-mediums 
are alternative gender characters during and around ceremonies. I 
have a cousin, who is a medium. He is the same.  
Another said concerning the issue of hot tempers: 
 Such people have changing and un-controlling tempers. 
Like other genius, they have some advantages and disadvantages. 
Their behaviors depend on their occasional moods. .   
As Judith Butler (1999) argues that the ‘redescription of intrapsychic processes in 
terms of the surface politics of the body implies a corollary redescription of gender as the 
disciplinary production of the figures of fantasy through the play of presence and absence 
on the body’s surface, the construction of the gendered body through a series of 
exclusions and denials’ and ‘acts and gestures, articulated and enacted desires create the 
illusion of an interior and organizing gender core, an illusion discursively maintained for 
the purposes of the de-regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive 
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heterosexuality’. The performance in the len dong ritual might be seen as an expression 
for an alternative desire for the transformation of gender by some mediums.  
 
Conclusion    
In this chapter, I have attempted to describe a society in transition. Vietnam 
inherited a considerable legacy from Confucianism in which women’s place in society 
was subservient to the role of men, and this subservience was seen to be a condition of 
social harmony. The years of military struggle against both France and the United States 
meant that women came to participate significantly in the war effort and as a result they 
occupied many roles traditionally ascribed exclusively to men, including military roles. 
In the new period of economic dynamism, many of the conventional assumptions are 
changing, especially as young people experiment with gender identities. In this culturally 
complex setting, spirit mediumship is not declining but assuming important functions in 
modern society. It provides social spaces for people who have ambiguous gender 
identities but mediumship also has interesting economic functions, especially for men. In 
the new economic environment, there is considerable uncertainty. Economic success and 
failure – rather like the unexpected success or failure in the lottery - finds    its parallel in 
the unpredictable behaviour of the gods, and hence there is a great demand for the 
fortune-telling services of the mediums. A student informant had an interesting insight 
into this relationship: 
It seems to me nowadays men are more superstitious than 
women. I was in many temples and pagodas and saw how 
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professional man’s worship is. Their mouths and gestures are like 
mediums. I do not know why they pay much attention on such 
things. 
In the past this work is distributed to women but now is 
done by men. In my family, only my mother takes care about the 
altar and the worship of ancestors in their death anniversaries. My 
father never cares about it. He said that this is the work of 
women’s. Men are those, who are in charge of the outside and 
realistic affairs, while women are in charge of the domestic and 
worship affairs. And he did not know about my mother’s age when 
he married her.  
But now, you see. There are more and more men going to 
see fortune-tellers and asking for advices about their jobs as well 
as love matters. Gender identity is changing. Men and boys now 
are more dressing, meticulous and even soft. They take over all 
female characters! Girls and women are more strong, active and 
naughty.  
Economic life appears to be very uncertain, and full of new opportunities. In a 
similar fashion, whether one is male or female in biological terms may also appear at 
least subjectively to be the outcome of a genetic lottery, but whether people adopt a male 
or female gender identity is significantly conditioned by social circumstances. 
Mediumship provides a social space within which these contradictions can be worked 
out. These shifts in gender identity are of course not always welcomed by young women 
 48
Spirit Worship and Sexuality in Vietnam 
who occasionally hold on to what we might regard as a nostalgic view of masculinity. 
The same informant concluded:  
Most of the men now are feminine oriented. They 
disappoint me. I do not know why. But if you go to worship places 
you will see. The number of men maybe is bigger than the number 
of women. I do not know what I will do after getting married 
(smile). Perhaps I have to go out to take a job and earn money like 
my husband and then we share things to live together!      
 49
Spirit Worship and Sexuality in Vietnam 
Chapter 4: Mediumship and Career 
 
Introduction: mediumship as a career 
In the sociology of occupations, a career is according to the Penguin Dictionary of 
Sociology , ‘the sequence of jobs performed by the individual in the course of their 
working lives’ (Abercrombie, Hill and Turner, 2006:44). A bank manager has an 
occupation that is relatively well structured in a series of steps from an apprenticeship to 
retirement through a system of promotions. Bank robbers also have careers, but they are 
less structured and more unpredictable than bank managers – often ending in 
imprisonment rather than retirement. In the sociology of deviance Howard S. Becker 
(1963) in Outsiders: studies in the sociology of deviance argued that it was useful to think 
of deviancy as a career, namely to conceptualize deviance in terms of a sequential model. 
In a similar fashion in this thesis, I have sought to conceptualize mediumship as a career 
that also involves a sequence. This sequential progression to full mediumship typically 
passes through a stage of illness or similar trauma, followed by gradual acceptance by a 
clientele who begin to offer rewards for services (such as fortune telling) and eventually 
an individual emerges as a fully-developed medium with a discipleship and frequently 
significant assets in money and property. This career is nevertheless a predominantly 
deviant one within the occupational structure of a secular capitalist economy. 
Dong bong persons in traditional society were considered as ‘deviant’, and at the 
same time they received little social prestige. Their role as mediums is a stereotypical 
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status for such dong bong persons. This explains why the name of their ‘occupation’ 
became a particularly meaningful indicator of their identities.  
However, this occupation or career under the political control of the Party was 
regarded as superstitious and illegal, and hence it could not provide an avenue for 
mediums into socially respectable status positions. Their ritual activities would have been 
subject to a fine, if they were presented in public. Thus, the narratives of becoming 
mediums are essentially mysterious and unclear, starting with experiences of overcoming 
a vital sickness, suffering a period of serious and unusual bad luck in life or achieving 
some strange messages from supernatural powers. At the end of such narratives, there is 
the clear conviction about ‘the existence of god’ inside their spirits, compelling them to 
become mediums as the task given to them by supernatural powers.  
 
Criteria of Authentic Mediumship: followers and the business community 
According to many mediums, the signal for and the recognition of their destiny to 
become a medium was not scheduled and it is assumed that this ‘calling’ may happen to 
anybody of any social class in any circumstance. Participants in mediumship are drawn 
from a wide range of occupational backgrounds including intellectuals. They can be 
housewives, businessmen, or scholars, and they can be recruited from any age group.  
According to the opinion of many mediums, people cannot voluntarily become a 
medium, but rather they are selected by the gods.  This involuntary character of 
mediumship is expressed clearly by Nguyen Thi Lai a 45 year-old female medium in her 
narrative of good and bad luck: 
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I believe in gods since they started punishing (hanh) me. In 
1987, on one day when I was tending ducks in the village, there 
was a woman from Hanoi coming there to worship (her living 
place at that time was near to Mother Goddess temple in Nam 
Dinh province), she said that I must go to worship otherwise I 
would get a bad luck. At that time I did not believe her: ‘You are so 
talkative! You must like gossiping’. One week later, I brought eggs 
to the company to sell. When I was at the corner of the road, one 
motorbike hit me slightly. I felt down, leaning on my right arm. But 
it turned out afterwards that I had to stay in the hospital for six 
months and eventually the doctor asked me to do the surgery with 
my arm, which will cut something inside it to relieve my pain but 
malfunctions the arm at the same time. That means I would no 
longer use it. Suddenly, I remembered about the saying of the old 
lady and went to Mother Goddess temple to pray for not doing the 
surgery. (She shows me her strong arm). 
Some years later I had a plan to buy a house. The fortune-
teller told me that I must buy a house, which faces the North side. 
This is this house now. He said ‘the landlord will allow you to be 
in debt only if you went there before eight o’clock in the morning, 
otherwise you must pay the full bill’. I and my husband tried on 
going to see the landlord after eight o’clock and the prediction 
became true, he did not allow us to be in debt. After all, I again 
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went to see the fortune teller and convinced him to help me one 
more time. He told me “the fourteenth of this month is your date. 
For other people it is the bad day, but for you it is good. At sharp 
five o’clock in the afternoon you must leave to the landlord”. Thus, 
we followed exactly his guidelines and got the agreement for the 
postponing payment.  
In mediumship, the husband or the wife of a medium cannot take the place of the 
medium’s position no matter what happens to the medium. The position follows the 
esoteric rule. The medium, having been involuntarily selected by gods, belongs to 
another world. The medium’s relatives can only follow or support the mediums but not 
share their task to serve the spirits. As the interviews in chapter three have shown, 
mediumship is experienced as an isolated or solitary task, but it is nevertheless socialized 
within the medium community.    
Mediumship depends on a fairly well organized community, which has master-
student, medium-follower and people-on-the-same-boat (cung hoi cung thuyen) 
relationships. The master medium is a status position for those who have a professional 
service with the gods, who have experienced the medium’s seat (or role) for a long time 
and who now exercise leadership over a number of followers. Their responsibilities are 
not only to serve the gods, but on behalf of the gods to educate laymen, training 
apprentices to become mediums for the future, organizing public pilgrimages and 
expanding the medium practices. 
Their students and followers are those who have a ‘true-heart’ (that tam) for the 
gods and are eager to devote them to these beliefs. Acquiring students is in itself evidence 
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of genuine mediumship. The male mediums tend to live with their male followers and in 
the case of Mr. Tran Van Thinh he has no wife or children. His followers are mainly in 
Hanoi but his network extends to the United States, France and Germany. The majority of 
his followers are old women who used to live in Hanoi. Mr Tran has organized important 
activities for his network including going on pilgrimages, training and helping his 
followers. He says modestly that he has had a number of students over his life time: 
 About thirty. Actually I do not remember exactly. You 
know I have been a medium for more than fifty years. I cannot 
remember all my students. Only those who stay in Hanoi and come 
to visit me often I can remember. 
In the criteria that define membership in mediumship and hence provide the basis 
for a successful career are inherently contradictory. A good medium is indifferent to 
money since he or she must serve the gods. However, a successful medium is one who is 
heavily involved in business providing various services for businessmen. On the one 
hand, the medium is a spiritual person not a man of business world. Mr Tan said 
when I ‘mount the medium’ (len dong) I don’t care about 
money. Money is given by the gods, five or ten thousand dongs 
does not mean anything….Mediums are not businessmen or theatre 
artists. We do the sacred work, helping people to communicate 
with supernatural forces  
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…Many people brought their money here and asked me to 
help them to become mediums but I refused. They must have ‘spirit 
root’ (can dong)! 
On the other hand, one very important link among people involved in mediumship 
is business activity. Since many of the participants in the mediumship network are 
businessmen, the commercial issue becomes an important matter in the community. 
Many people share their companies or compete with each other in the market, thereby 
creating different cohorts of participants. These cohorts function rather like business 
clubs. Those who share or join in a venture to carry out common economic activities, 
including forming a company, might be so-called people-on-the-same-boat. Usually, on-
the-same-boat believers follow a common medium. Mr Tran is closely involved in the 
international business world of his clients: 
I as a medium help the believers a lot in their business and       
life. Even some ladies from France when they want to open a new 
restaurant they fly here to see me to get the god’s advice and 
blessing. Last month I was invited to Paris to participate in one 
opening day of my friend’s shop. It was so happy and luxurious. In 
my mind, once a person has the true heart with the spirits, they will 
see it and bless him or her. 
The essential link among mediums, as well as among their followers, can also 
take the form a commercial company. As in the first interview, the female medium runs a 
business inside the temples at her village. For this business, she employs her cousins and 
other relatives to work while she is living in Hanoi. According to her, these people are 
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very skilful in the work of worship and thus they accompany her as a medium in the city. 
In one interview, I discovered that a man and his wife had invested in business activity 
with the medium. This is one reason why this man wanted to keep in close contact with 
her, becoming a loyal follower. 
Creating a sound economic base for mediumship is an important task for the 
medium, if they and their network are to survive. As a result business and temple 
activities, as we have noted, tend to be interconnected. In response to a question about her 
involvement in temple business in the temple area, Mrs Nguyen said: 
Yes, my cousins are working there for me. We have a series 
of shops there. Not only my shop. Many of my cousins as well as 
the cousins of my husband are working there. We just help visitors 
to worship gods, help them to have good meals and good places to 
relax after a long trip.  
Questions:    Do you have to pay tax for your business? 
Answer:    No, doing service in temples is not like doing 
business in the market. Money is not the number one factor in our 
profits. If you are stranger there, you will be charged for every 
service with unpredictable price. But if you go there and tell them 
that you are my friend, they will help you for free. However, we 
annually contribute to the temple as well as village fund around 
three millions dongs (equal about 300 S$).  
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      Nguyen Thi Hien (2006: 57) in her research on mediumship in Hanoi also 
reveals that ‘religious revitalization has also widened the existing avenues for generating 
an income from spirit mediumship. Shops in Hang Quat and Hang Ma openly display 
their range of supplies for len dong mediums, whole family enterprises earn their 
livelihood by manufacturing votive paper offerings’.     
The notion of a ‘powerful medium’ may be further illustrated by the comments 
from another interview:  
Mediums are only for the rich people… mediums are those 
whose family has good social relationship. Otherwise they cannot 
have many followers. It is not easy to have followers. There are 
thousands of temples in our country, but few of them get many 
visitors or participants. Even from the beginning, when you are 
selected to become a medium by gods, if you do not belong to a 
mediumship even you have enough money for the inauguration, no 
medium wants to be your master and help you to open palace. 
The dividing line between helping clients and becoming involved in business is 
obviously shifting and somewhat porous, and as Vietnam becomes more capitalist in its 
economic orientation, the opportunities for mediums to become involved in business are 
all that much greater. There is a view among some followers that the mediums have 
indeed become more commercial. An old widower who serves a medium and lives in his 
house compared the genuine traditional medium with the modern medium in the 
following: 
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 Mediums are now businessmen. They do not know        
much about cosmology as well as other fields. They are not       
genuine mediums .They want to be mediums because they  want to 
earn money. They cheat credulous people.  
Again a true medium is obviously not somebody who decides to become a 
businessman and Mr Tran emphasized the fateful nature of mediumship – the gods 
choose the medium and his or her followers are bound to him, not because they decided 
to become followers, but because some irresistable fate has bound them together. 
According to Mr Tran the most important condition for their master-student relationship 
is ‘the predestined affinity’ (nhan duyen).  When somebody comes to visit him and asks 
for help to open the palace (mo phu), he must look into his ‘soul’ and see whether he 
would have ‘the predestined affinity’ with that person or not in considering the proposal 
to join in the activities of the medium. Sometimes he must get approval from the gods by 
throwing two ancient coins (xin que) and the answer appears with one coin’s head up and 
the other’s tail up.  
 
Masters students and followers 
After the first incarnation in becoming a medium, which is called doi bat nhang, 
the new disciple starts participating in various temple activities including the ritual 
performances of one’s master or other mediums, and joining pilgrimages to temples in 
other provinces, which may last from some days or possibly some weeks. During this 
time, the master-student relationship can develop and become a well established one. 
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Master and student may eat, sleep and work together, and during this time the student has 
opportunities to ask deeper questions about the mediumship of his master. 
Furthermore, the student gradually becomes acquainted with the master’s relatives 
and the network of the master’s followers including people who give donations, ritual 
assistants and chau van musicians. This network will be the student’s mediumship for the 
time being and will protect as well as define the student’s position in the system of 
mediumship. Because of that important role in his personal destiny and his career, the 
initial acquaintance creates the basic ground for the student’s occupation.           
Then, there will be the ritual called ‘the opening of the palaces’ (le mo phu) to put 
in an official claim to a medium for the ‘student’. This initiation ritual is managed by the 
master. The place or the temple where the ‘student’ takes his ritual might be the master’s 
temple or another temple in an other masters’ custody according to the choice of his 
master. The master has a duty not only to teach his student the style of ritual performance 
but also to encourage him to lead a virtuous life and to help the new disciple perfectly to 
fulfill his position as a medium. The sanctions for these duties are thought to be granted 
by spirits, who may punish offenders in the form of bad luck, illness or loss that would 
affect his whole family. Therefore, the master medium plays a crucial role in providing 
his novice with guidance and instructions for the future, for the proper conduct of rituals 
and for adherence to correct moral conduct, eventually turning him into a good medium. 
  For those, who have recognized their fate as a medium (can dong) but yet cannot 
enter into mediumship (ra dong), they would need a close relationship with a medium in 
order to get proper advice from the medium, thereby avoiding  punishment from the 
spirits. If a person objects to his fate as a servant of the spirits, they will render this 
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person’s life miserable. For example, one interviewee recalled his situation with the 
medium:  
I have a good relationship with the medium in this temple, 
which makes me safe.  
He did not made clear the exact nature of this ‘safety’ in his relationship with the 
medium, but the implication might be that it would delay his entry into mediumship.  
In short, the master-student relationship is based on a long term, closed and 
hierarchical communication. The master medium is not only the teacher of his students 
but later on he will become a colleague, entering into a joint-venture or partnership with 
the ‘students’. After entering the mediumship, like his master before him, the novice 
medium will have followers and students. Some mediums share resources with their 
followers thereby resembling a company. 
In contrast to the master-student relationship, the medium-follower engagement is 
based on different set of conditions. Although some followers could spend ‘days and 
weeks going to the worship places with mediums to get blessed by medium’s spirits’  
according to another interviewee, their occupations and their social status are not the 
same as the medium’s in public. However, in the institution of mediumship, mediums 
play a very important role in the follower’s emotional well being and material 
development. For example, Mrs Bui in my second interview said that she has confidence 
in doing business all thanks to her medium’s instruction.   
Her choice of a partner as well as other family members, for example daughter-in-
law, was based on her belief in the medium’s words. In her story about choosing the date 
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of her wedding, the way to plan for children and sexual intercourse with her husband, 
especially in the account of her son’s wedding with the ‘second’ girlfriend, she appears to 
have been deeply influenced by the medium’s advice. Even her story about her status as a 
wife and a mother in her family was stated in terms of ‘the life debt’ (no doi), because 
she, her husband and their children were destined to form this relationship from a former 
life.  
 
Len dong ritual         
Since len dong is the ritual in which the mediums are only the ‘skeletons’, ‘the 
seats’ or the empty bodies into which the spirits become incarnate, mediums need to have 
exceptionally ‘clean’ bodies. As with the common rule in many other religious systems,  
before a sacred ritual, the performers must abstain from sexual intercourse, which is 
regarded as merely a mundane pleasure, and mediumship rules give a special  emphasis 
to sexual abstinence, because the main spirits that are incarnate in their ‘skeletons’ 
always belong to the opposite gender to the medium. Thus, mediums must have no sexual 
intercourse with their partners for about seven days before the ritual. In some sense, a 
female medium may in this respect be free from their normal duties as a wife prior to the 
performance of the ritual. 
A ritual begins with some steps indicating the purification of a medium’s soul and 
body. Then music with traditional lyrics leads the medium as well as participants to their 
spirit journey. The medium’s assistants help the medium to dress in the costumes 
decorated with colourful material and intricate embroidery that are designed differently 
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for separate spirits. In appearance, the medium’s face, figure, words, gestures and dance 
movements are constantly changing in a sequence depending on the particular stories of 
the spirits.  
For example, during the incarnation of the Ninth Royal Damsel (Co Chin), there 
is a performance of invocation hymns, songs and dances, including the distribution of the 
favors of the deity. The invocation hymns highlight the goddess’s magical powers: 
The Ninth Royal Damsel fans to create winds 
To make everybody, made and female, old and young, happy 
To make flowers blooming in the hills 
To cool the hearts of the common people 
(Hymn to the Ninth Royal Damsel)  
When engaged with this spirit, mediums always dance with fans, embroidery, 
oars, small torches, scarves, and small bells. The costume is white in colour.  
In the dance with flower baskets, the Ninth Royal Damsel executes a series of 
elegant steps. While all the participants are clapping, some may shout out their praise: 
You, the Ninth Royal Damsel, dance very beautifully, very skillfully. When somebody 
shouts You the Ninth Royal Damsel, please rain down, the deity throws fruits, flowers 
and money to participants. People who have been watching this possession rush in and 
try to gain some favour that has been distributed by the goddess. The atmosphere of the 
ceremony is very playful.  
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Alternatively, the incarnation of the Second Great Mandarin takes place in a 
solemn atmosphere. The Second Great Mandarin (Quan De Nhi) is from the Palace of 
Mounts and Forests. Attired in the green costumes, he often performs and dances with a 
sword and scimitar, and the hymn shows appreciation of his deeds and merits. His story 
indicates that the Second Great Mandarin manages the birth and the death of the common 
people: 
The Book on Death and Birth written by the Mandarin,  
The common people’s destiny decided by the Mandarin, 
Whoever is dutiful and benevolent? 
The Mandarin will bless him 
(Hymn to the Second Great Mandarin)  
These rituals indicate an important aspect of all forms of mediumship, namely the 
relationship between the body and sacred practices. The body must be kept clean and free 
from sexual encounters. The evidence of authentic mediumship therefore also involves 
the status of the body of the medium. Mr Tran noted that when he is possessed his body 
becomes more beautiful and he likes to have his photograph taken as evidence of his 
spiritual state. Examining various photographs of himself, he declared  
     You can see that all mediums when they are possessed 
     by spirits, they look much more beautiful. Some of us 
usually 
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 take pictures during a ceremony, We keep records for the 
future.  I like to be photographed. Lets see, this picture was  taken 
during the time in Ho Chi Minh City at the age of thirty. The 
technician has a magical ability of making me look fresh and 
attractive. Here is another picture I have during the service for the 
fifteen day of the first lunar month (hau thuong nguyen) in which I 
look inspired. 
 
Conclusion: the contradictions of charisma 
In The Sociology of Religion, Max Weber (1965) developed a sociological theory 
of the relationship between religious leaders (prophets, priests and magicians) and their 
followers and disciples as an aspect of his more general theory of authority. In this 
discussion of religious leadership, he expounded the now famous theory of charisma. For 
Weber, charisma or ‘the gift of grace’ is always contradictory. In essence charisma is 
always involuntary, ineffable and non-utilitarian, but in order to be successful with 
followers and disciples there must always be tangible evidence of charismatic powers. 
This evidence almost invariable consists of wealth and magical signs of healing. The 
prophet says ‘Follow me! not for material wealth but from a sense of pure unsullied 
loyalty’ but in reality the followers comply because they expect healing and worldly 
success. As a result Jesus was, according to the New Testament account, virtually forced 
to demonstrate his calling not through spiritual signs but by converting a few fish and 
loaves into a veritable feast. The detractors and critics of Jesus who wanted healing jibed 
that if he could not even heal himself, then how would he heal his followers? Weber 
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identified other contradictions that resulted from the death of the prophet under the 
general heading of the ‘institutionalization of charisma’ but these additional 
contradictions need not detain us here.  
The main issue that I wish to signify is the tension between a spiritual and 
involuntary calling to spirit mediumship and the actual involvement of the mediums in 
the business community – especially the new business community that is linked globally 
with the foreign Vietnamese diaspora. I have shown the important linkages between spirit 
possession and business such that a successful medium must be linked to a powerful 
business clientele otherwise he or she cannot afford to put on the large séances that are a 
necessary feature of mediumship. In short, we might summarize this paradox by saying 
that there must be a tangible gap or hiatus between spirituality and materiality, but a good 
medium is always a rich medium. 
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Chapter 5: Modern Mediumship and Vietnamese civil society 
 
Introduction: the argument 
In this chapter which connects spirit mediumship to contemporary changes in 
Vietnamese society, it will be convenient for the sake of simplicity to divide Vietnamese 
history into three periods: pre-communist traditional Vietnam; communist Vietnam and 
the post-communist period or the Renovation Period. In these three periods, the nature of 
civil society has changed accordingly.  The point of this chapter is essentially 
sociological, namely to argue that one cannot understand spirit mediumship without 
looking at the broader pattern of society, including the changing responses of the state to 
religious practice.  
Folk beliefs originated in traditional Vietnam civil society as a form of 
shamanism and it created mediumship among people of all generations in the country. 
Folk belief, which grew out of an agrarian society with its agricultural rituals and worship 
of supernatural powers, also entertained a history of heroes and heroines who were 
consecrated because of their victories against foreign conquerors. This folk belief remains 
in the Vietnamese spirit mediumship as a ‘natural’ or taken-for-granted way of life. In 
these rituals, mediums play a role not entirely dissimilar to that occupied by ministers of 
religion in the Protestant sects. Since they have an ability to communicate with 
supernatural powers, mediums can organize the sacred rituals and lead the mediumship 
network that embraces followers and cult supporters.  
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As we have seen in previous chapters, in the belief system of Vietnamese people, 
mediums are those who are designated to serve gods and interpret the messages from 
heavenly spirits to the world. The sacred rituals that mediums orchestrate include prayers, 
religious songs, and dance that often result in ecstasy. Mediums may have a spouse for 
marital affairs, but their spiritual and close partners are other mediums, usually those of 
the same sex. The conclusion one can draw from this research is that these folk 
institutions gave expression to female identities and facilitated women’s participation in 
society. In short, they contributed to the evolution of a traditional civil society.   In order 
to understand modern mediumship, we must look at how this traditional society has 
evolved and how the new civil society offers a social site for the contemporary flowering 
of mediumship.       
 
Civil Society 
The idea of civil society in the West was tied to the rise of a bourgeois class and 
therefore my first observation is that traditional Vietnam had no bourgeois class, but there 
were many traditional social groups and social strata such as monks, priests and mediums 
who functioned as a members of a traditional civil society. Of course, part of the problem 
in using apparently innocuous terms such as ‘state’, ‘bourgeois class’ and ‘civil society’ is 
that there are no equivalent Vietnamese terms for these concepts that have been by 
contrast central to the European debate about politics and society. In Europe, ‘civil 
society’ originated in Greek and Roman political philosophy, for example in Aristotle’s 
politike koinonia and Cicero’s ius civile. The idea of civil society and by contrast the 
notion of privacy emphasized the importance of economic exchange and association, a 
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realm of privacy, and the limitation of the power of the state over society. In fact, the 
modern concept is derived from the growth of the political power of the European 
bourgeoisie since the eighteenth century. In European languages, civil society 
(Burgergesellschaft) was attached to the bourgeois class.  
However, the concept of civil society in contemporary social theory has come to 
refer mainly to trust and social solidarity, rather than to the social and cultural dominance 
of the bourgeoisie. The contemporary notion of civil society connects it to new social 
movements and communications, which ‘included and were influenced by the growing 
anticommunist movements in the East and the peace and leftist movements in the West’ 
(Michnik, 1999). This rediscovery of the concept was used to ‘theorize the diverse 
movements and offer outlines of the shape of post communist societies’ (Outhwaite, 
2005). In this perspective, civil society described the new commercial social order, the 
rise of public opinion, representative government, civic freedoms, plurality, and civility 
(Outhwaite, 2005: 152). Civil society as a network of institutional and moral connections 
is not monolithic, but accommodates a plurality of groups, and their sense of identity is 
always multi-layered with many possible ‘we images’ along with corresponding images 
of the other (Mennell, 1995).The new concept of civil society now embraces the so-called 
global civil society, which is multi-layered with a variety of new ‘we-images’ from West 
and East European societies, and a new commercial social order based on trust and 
solidarity with innovative  ideas of ‘anti-political politics’ and ‘détente from below’ 
(Outhwaite, 2005).  
One recent major statement of the theory of civil society has been developed by 
Jeffrey C Alexander in his The Civil Sphere (2006).His work explores the possibilities of 
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civility as action and the civil sphere as a public domain. The problem of defining such 
concepts as civil society and public sphere has bedeviled political philosophy for 
centuries. Alexander argues that we need a new concept of civil society as the ‘civil 
sphere’ – a field of values and institutions - to create a space for social criticism and 
democratic integration, and such a sphere depends for its survival on social solidarity, 
including such emotions as sympathy for others, and in this context solidarity emerges as 
par excellence the subject matter of the discipline of sociology and the real foundation of 
democratic politics. 
What is the civil sphere? Whereas a citizen is simply a member of a state, the 
traditional discussion of civil society has also included the ideas of civility and civic duty. 
Gesellschaft comes from Geselle indicating a shared space and subsequently is associated 
with the idea of companionship or friendship. Society is that space within which the 
companions are sociable and for Aristotle these relationships are the true basis of the 
polis, since without trust and friendship the competition between rational actors in the 
state may well destroy political life through endless interpersonal conflicts. The notions 
of companionship and friendship were particularly important in the rise of German 
sociology in works by Otto von Gierke (1990) on premodern fellowships 
(Genossenschaft) and pre-eminently in Ferdinand Toennies’s Gemeinschaft und 
Gesellschaft (Toennies,1957). Toennies’s distinction between community and association 
reminds us that German sociology was concerned to study the tensions between co-
operation and competition (in fact between two different types of will-formation) in the 
civil sphere. The principal exponent of this tradition in modern sociology is Jurgen 
Habermas (1992) in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere – an account of 
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the growth of bourgeois society in terms of ‘discursive will formation’ and its decline 
under the influence of modern media. 
For Alexander the civil sphere is bounded by the ‘noncivil’ institutions of state, 
religion, family, and community, which are seen to be particularistic and sectoral rather 
than universalistic and societal. The hierarchies of these spaces often conflict with the 
processes of building solidarity in this wider sphere of civil life. Because the solidarities 
of the civil sphere constantly fail, there is an important role for civil repair – social and 
political acts that are designed to rebuild confidence, solidarity and trust. The demand for 
justice, especially in modern social movements in America from the black civil rights 
campaigns onwards, is an important component of civil repair.  
Alexander traces the emergence of civil society through three phases. Originally 
civil society  (CSi) was associated with the Scottish moralists. Referring to a variety of 
institutions existing outside the state, it described the society emerging in Edinburgh in 
Scotland in contrast to the uncivilized highlands with their tribal structures. In the second 
stage  (CSii) these positive elements of associational life disappeared as critics like Karl 
Marx complained that the civil institutions of early capitalism were a sham, dividing 
human life into an artificial separation of the private and public, the social and the 
political. Critics of capitalist society from both Left and Right came to see the market as 
destructive of the social bonds that held society together, and hence a distinguished line 
of social theorists from John Dewey to Hannah Arendt came to see capitalist social 
relationships as corrosive of authentic personal ties as well as of broader political 
relations.  Alexander rejects this CSii phase as unreflective and unidimensional, and 
detects a new phase in CSiii in which there has been a revival of interest in Aristotle and 
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Hegel, and hence in informal ties, the life world of local cultures, trust and symbolic 
processes – in short a ‘cultural turn’ in the investigation of political life. A major work in 
this direction was Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato’s Civil Society. The Limits of Marxian 
Critical Theory (1992), but for Alexander this work in its dependence on Hegel and 
Habermas ‘failed to define the civil sphere as distinctive vis-à-vis such arenas as family 
life, and neglected entirely the relation between the civil sphere and such arenas as 
culture, religion, ethnicity, and race’ (Alexander, 2006:30).Alexander argues therefore 
that in this reinvigoration of theories of civil society it is important not to return simply to 
CSi with its tendency to equate market and society, and hence his use of the phrase ‘civil 
sphere’ rather than ‘civil society’.  
His central theme is that we should conceive civil society as ‘a solidary sphere, in 
which a certain kind of universalizing community comes to be culturally defined and to 
some degree institutionally enforced’ (Alexander, 2006:31). Against CSii he wants to 
distinguish between capitalist markets and civil society. Capitalist forces are not the only 
or most damaging threat to the civil sphere which is all too frequently overwhelmed by 
racial hatred, misogyny, patriarchy, or the monopolistic power of political elites, experts 
and bureaucrats. In these situations, he is optimistic about social movements demanding a 
restoration of justice or a defense of civility and solidarity against efficiency and 
hierarchy. These social movements can contribute to civil repair. The civil sphere is for 
Alexander characterized by a series of sentiments or civil motives (reasonableness, 
calmness and self control), by civil relations (openness, trustworthiness, and deliberative) 
and by civil institutions (rule regulated, lawful, and inclusive).  
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Another recent contribution to the theory of civil society has been presented in 
Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism (2005). Boltanski, and 
his co-workers have attempted to reinvent a post-Marxist critical theory in which the 
sociological critique of society engages with the great array of public debates which also 
challenge social institutions, and which as a result demand some justification of power. In 
attempting to understand how institutions are justified, Boltanski and Chiapello are 
particularly interested in the role of indignation in social movements. They say that 
‘indignation emerges in historically situated forms, while doubtless being rooted in 
anthropologies that possess very general validity. Forms of indignation may be regarded 
as emotional expressions of a meta-ethical anchorage, and concern infringements that are 
believed, at least implicitly, to affect people’s possibilities of realizing their humanity’ 
(Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005: 491). They want to create a sociology of action and 
justification in which agency is given its full recognition and in which actors are 
knowledgeable and capable of bringing about change through protest and debate.  
The emphasis on agency and justice leads them to characterize the public order in 
terms of confrontations between different orders of value. This analysis of the public 
sphere attempts to steer a conceptual course between conceptualizing society as an 
endless site of violence and confrontation (the legacy of Nietzsche, Marx, Weber, 
Foucault and Bourdieu) and between a contractual vision of social consensus and 
communication (the legacy of Habermas, Etzioni and the communitarians). Boltanski and 
Chiapello are clear that they wish to avoid the idea that justification is merely an 
ideological superstructure, since, for them, justification also exerts constraints on 
capitalism limiting the impact of alienation and exploitation. Boltanksi thus shares with 
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Alexander recognition of the importance of social norms in both constraining and 
justifying social action, but neither Boltanski nor Alexander assumes that actual capitalist 
societies are built on a value consensus. On the contrary, the civil sphere is a space of 
endless debate between different orders of value.  
Neither Alexander nor Boltanski and Chiapello in these critical studies of modern 
society have anything to say systematically about the challenge of religion to western 
liberal views of the public sphere and yet reformist Islam for example is a significant 
challenge to democratic theories of multiculturalism and secularism. I am referring here 
to a broad movement of Islamic reform and development involving for example the 
Islamization of law in Malaysia, recognition of Islam in Turkish public life, the growth of 
Qur’an reading groups in Indonesia and Bangladesh and the peaceful demand to wear 
head scarves in French schools that call for a recognition of Islam as itself a public 
sphere, but a sphere that is not necessarily compatible with secularism.  Secular 
republican France has of course been at the forefront of this issue, as illustrated by the 
state’s problematic response to the ‘head-scarf affair’.  
Critical sociology and Marxism were in retrospect notorious for the neglect of 
religion, which was seen as either an ideology of pre-capitalist societies or a superstition 
that would, in the face of scientific knowledge, wither away. Although Boltanski and 
Chiapello want to distance themselves from this Marxist legacy, they also fail to engage 
with the issue of religion in modernity. One might argue that one problem for secular 
authorities with religious revivalism in Judaism, Christianity and Islam is that these 
religious movements want to draw their values from outside the classical traditions of 
Athens and Rome. It is difficult to resolve religious disputes over incommensurable 
 73
Spirit Worship and Sexuality in Vietnam 
beliefs in secular society by procedures that could be mutually acceptable to both religion 
and state. Therefore, civil society remains unstable. The unspoken assumption of 
Alexander’s study of the civil sphere and its politics is that the public remains a secular 
domain, but we are now seeing in various post-communist societies – from Poland to 
Vietnam, from Russia to China – a resurgence of religious activity.  Spirit possession 
networks and communities represent a serious challenge to the western intellectual 
tradition that assumes that modernization must be secular. There is considerable evidence 
that religious groups have played and continue to play a major role in civil society in 
Asia. I want to argue in this chapter that in the contemporary Renovation Period there 
appears to be no severe incompatibility between spirt mediumship and an emerging 
bourgeous social class, and that the social networks of mediumship can function as the 
equivalent of ‘voluntary assocations’ that have been claimed to be a necessary aspect of 
civil society in the West.  
According to The Cambridge Dictionary of Sociology, ‘civil society is an 
expression that became influential in eighteenth-century theories about the individual, 
social contract, and the state. This denotes an area of social consensus based on 
agreements about norms and values. Whereas the state requires some level of force, Civil 
society implies a degree of freedom’ (Turner 2006: 70). In Vietnam, civil society (xa hoi 
dan su) implies a degree of independent status of persons, who can support and run their 
organizations separately from the state.  
The general concept of civil society in Vietnam in most social science publications 
coincided with the appearance of NGOs (Non-governmental organizations) in modern 
times. For example, in Emerging civil society in the Asia Pacific community, Mark Sidel 
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(1995) uses ‘non-governmental organizations’ to define ‘civil society’ in Vietnam. With 
the economic reform process, ‘the Vietnamese party and state are no longer the sole, and 
in many cases not even the dominant, providers of education, health and other social 
services for Vietnam’s rapidly growing population’ (Sidel 1995:294). He also classified 
nine categories of non-governmental organizations ‘to apply to the range of Vietnamese 
research, social action, religious community, and other groups, which are attempting to 
find, maintain, and work with some space from the Vietnamese state’. Nine categories 
are: 1. ‘newer, more independent policy research and teaching groups, ranging from well-
established groups to newer initiates with names ‘Center for…’; 2. Ho Chi Minh city and 
other southern social activism and social service networks, which were influenced by 
French and particularly American training and assistance in the 1950s and 1960s; 3. a 
series of quasi-public/quasi-private and private universities and other educational 
institutions; 4. senior leader-supported patronage groups supporting training and research 
projects; 5. professional and business associations; 6. peasant associations and collectives; 
7. state-recognized and unrecognized religious groups, temples and churches-Buddhist, 
Catholic, Protestant, Cao Dai and others; 8. the traditional party-led mass organizations 
and trade unions; 9. political activism groups challenging the party and State. (Sidel 
1995:294-306). It is important to note that Sidel places equal weight on religious 
organizations in his classification. 
In Translating, interpreting, and practicing civil society in Vietnam: a tale of 
calculated misunderstandings, Oscar Salemink (2006: 105) has argued that ‘in Vietnam, 
“civil society” is clearly part of a foreign agenda and closely linked to international aid 
and development, because there is no domestic civil society sector that is independent or 
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at least autonomous from the direct control of the state (owing to a lack of enabling 
regulations and to policing) and party (through the tight surveillance via the Vietnam 
Fatherland Front)’.  Furthermore he concluded that ‘the terms “civil society” and 
“participations” were misunderstood and mistranslated constantly during the ultimately 
unsuccessful search for a common discursive ground. Various groups and actors try to 
deal with such a disjuncture in the field by holding on to their own interpretations and 
sustaining the discursive edifice that legitimize their development projects toward their 
respective constituencies, while turning a blind eye to alternative interpretations espoused 
by counterparts, beneficiaries, or other actors’ (Salemink, 2006: 122).  
Salemink’s conclusion results from the fact that in his interpretation mediumship 
is regarded as folklore practice and its contribution to the emergence of civic society is 
consequently underestimated. In his commentary, Salemink did not fully recognize that 
mediumship has an important role to play in the activities of businessmen, including their 
activities in a black market. In connection with mediumship, the trading of votive 
offerings is limited by the government and operates in the not-legal market without the 
payment of taxes to the state, but mediumship is nevertheless an important part of both 
the informal economy and the network of social relations that connect people in civil 
society.  
In his seventh category, Sidel’s research referred to religious groups that are key 
features in the ‘politics of society’. Accordingly, such religious groups in the doi moi era 
have been offered greater freedom, ‘combined with continuing state attempts to exercise 
broad control over religion and, in the Buddhist and other contexts, at times more specific 
or direct control’ (Sidel, 1995: 302). Folk belief and mediumship have acquired more 
 76
Spirit Worship and Sexuality in Vietnam 
freedom in the Renovation Period, but they are still restricted to some extent. It is 
frequently recognized by researchers as a part of Vietnamese cultural heritage but it is not 
yet recognized as part of the formal and informal economy. 
In Vietnamese the word ‘non-governmental’ is literally translated as phi chinh phu 
or vo chinh phu (phi or vo means ‘no’, and chinh phu means ‘government’).  Salemink, in 
my opinion, misunderstood the phrase vo chinh phu when he interpreted it to signify 
‘anarchy’ or ‘anti-government’. To describe this condition, we have another phrase chong 
chinh phu, which means anti-government or against the government.  
In Getting Organized in Vietnam, Moving in and around the socialist state, Joerg 
Wischermann and Nguyen Quang Vinh (2004: 186) defined ‘civic organizations’ as a 
general term for a heterogeneous ensemble of non-state, voluntary, non-profit-oriented 
societal organizations. In particular, their concepts of civic organizations, activities and 
activists are regarded as protagonists of processes of societal, political and cultural change 
for modernization. Their main findings on civic organizations (about the timing and 
motivation for the establishment, their structure and funding sources) are based on 
specific components of a more general theory of modernization.  
Mediumship and related folk beliefs do not of course belong in any intrinsic way 
to the modernization process, if we define ‘modernity’ from a western perspective. 
However, mediumship is a part of civil society in Vietnam in terms of the autonomy and 
independent status of mediumship in the community. Mediums are obviously not yet 
protagonists for modernization, but since they can take advantage of the opportunities for 
more individual freedom in contemporary society they are a part of the process of 
societal, political and economic change in Vietnam. They are an important component of 
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the sale of goods and services in civil society, where they constitute a source of solidarity, 
partly at least outside the family and kinship network.  
 
The Emerging Civil Society and Informal Economy 
My second argument is that communism suppressed many traditional 
organizations and cultural patterns as mere superstitions in the beginning period of 
modernization, but now new forces push these organizations into the ‘not legal market’ or 
‘informal market’ economy. The informal market is the space within the total economy 
where small scale business functions with limitations, but is not yet liable to taxation by 
the government.   
Nevertheless the informal market indeed not only includes economic civic 
activities of religious groups, for example mediums, but also includes economic activities 
of some government officials - often involving corruption- and other free capital groups 
taking advantages of the open policy of the Renovation period in Vietnam. While social 
theory often assumes that civil society is made up of legitimate social groups, this 
assumption is problematic. In Italy, one would have to argue for example that the mafia 
has operated as part of civil society, in providing social welfare to poor sections of the 
community.   Both economics and sociology have difficulty in conceptualizing a role for 
the black market and quasi-legal groups within the formal economy and  civil society, 
because economics in particular will not recognize black-market and informal-market 
exchange as a contribution to or aspect of the gross national product (GDP). By contrast 
to this conventional academic wisdom, there is a prima facie argument to recognize the 
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black market as an aspect of the normal circulation of goods and services which are a 
component of GDP. 
The Renovation Period or thoi ky doi moi began in 1986 with a series of economic 
and social reforms instituted by the Vietnamese government. These reforms reinserted 
Vietnam into the global market system and loosened state controls on religious practices. 
As a result, Vietnamese people have more confidently engaged in religious practices, 
which used to be prohibited and regarded as mere superstitions (me tin di doan). In the 
modern period, these practices are studied by social scientists as ‘folklore’ and the spirit 
practices of mediums are regarded as part of the national heritage. Believers are now 
constructing temples and renovating places of worship, and participating in public and 
private rituals. Buying and selling religious objects, such as votive paper offerings (hang 
ma) which often escape taxation and are now domestic products in civil economy.  
Thus, as a result of the Renovation Period, contemporary Vietnam has three 
interconnected components in civil society, which are (1) the growing class of state 
officials, many of whom are western educated; (2)mediumship and other religious groups, 
and (3) a variety of diverse business groups within both the formal and informal economy. 
In other words, civil society is composed of state-based officials, religious groups and 
organizations and freely emerging capitalist groups. The unstable and uneven division of 
these three strata – officials, religious leaders and business elites - might be united in the 
longer term into a bourgeois class in some future Vietnamese civil sphere. The rise of a 
bourgeois class may thus create the social conditions by which Vietnam would experience 
the emergence of burgergesellschaft that is the rise of a genuine, dynamic and possibly 
democratic civil sphere in a development somewhat parallel to the history of northern 
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Europe. However, the development of civil society in Vietnam will, for the foreseeable 
future, be overseen by the Communist Party and its officialdom, and hence whatever 
bourgeois class emerges will be shaped by this powerful apparatus. 
The Communist Party in Vietnam was in many respects a classic illustration of a 
secular party which sought to modernize society within the ideological framework of 
Marxist-Leninism. Given the legacy of atheism in Marxist ideology, it is not surprising 
that the Party attempted to suppress spirit mediumship by education and other more direct 
means. In particular, the worship of spirits was condemned as a practice that was 
inconsistent with the Party’s goals of transforming traditional Vietnam.  
For the communism period before 1980s, mediumship activities were considered 
to be a form of superstition by the government. The phrase me tin di doan was used to 
define the activities of some fortune-tellers, soothsayer, spirits, mediums and 
worshippers. In Vietnamese the word me has three implicit meanings, which are (1) being 
in a dead faint; (2) getting deeply addicted to something or someone; and (3) being lost in 
one’s way. The word tin means to believe or to trust in something or someone; and the 
phrase di doan means the strange things or mysterious things originating in no concrete 
evidence but merely according to the interpretation from speculative thinking. In 
summary, this expression indicated that spirit possession was rather like an addiction or a 
fantastic view of reality - di means deviant or unusual with a negative implication by 
comparison with the normal things of everyday life.  The expression me tin di doan  may 
in this sense be linked to the  notion in Marx’s sociology that religion is an ideology that 
embraces a fantastic and inverted view of reality. 
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Since spirit-possession activities involve praying, burning votive offerings, 
conjuring and fortunetelling that are somehow not based on the real life, they were 
regarded by the government as having harmful effects on society. Thus they needed to be 
prohibited and excluded from public life. However, the expression me tin di doan could 
also include sometimes the rather confused notion of the religious practices as well as 
places of worship and traditional customs. In some cases, me tin di doan is whatever 
relates to the after life or supernatural powers, and it should be prohibited, according to 
the government, to ‘protect the peaceful life of people’.  
Together with the idea of me tin di doan, there were other supporting notions 
about traditional customs such as hu tuc (out-of-date cultural practice), for example 
calculating the ‘proper’ time for wedding and funerals, scattering paper votive offerings 
along to the road leading the dead spirit to the other life, and getting permission from 
divines through yin-yang coins. These activities are all considered to be examples of me 
tin di doan or hu tuc.  
In the Vietnamese traditional belief system, there are two spheres in which the 
human soul exists. This is the so-called yin and yang worlds or in other words, invisible 
and visible realities respectively. The yang or the visible world is the limited one, while 
the other is the unlimited. Accordingly, Vietnamese ancestors who have visibly died still 
can ‘exist’ in other forms. They participate and influence the visible activities of the 
living by their own means. In the traditional customs, visible and invisible people are 
living together on the earth. In order to have contact with dead people, living people have 
certain facilities, such as yin-yang coins and helpers, who can function as mediums.  
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Although Vietnam is going through a period of social and political reform, 
mediums are still anxious about the possibility of government criticism and ultimately its 
intervention. Therefore most of the narratives about the process of becoming mediums 
from interviewees in my fieldwork are based on their experiences of bad luck or sickness, 
namely the so-called ngai hanh (spirit torture). The medium has no choice to change his 
or her obligations to act as a conduit for the spirits. These stories seem to be used as an 
excuse to justify their mediumship, but they do not have enough confidence to declare in 
public that they are practicing their religion as a normal person. They try to avoid any 
accusation from the government to the effect that they are functioning as spirit mediums.  
The Renovation Period together with the open policy and free market economy 
helps to revive the traditional civil society with multi-layered citizens. Under the 
Communism period, Vietnamese economy was formed into a mono-component economy 
but in the free market economy, when all citizens are in principle allowed to participate in 
business, the Vietnamese economy has become a multi-component economy. Those who 
were not formerly confident about their citizenship can now experience a sense of 
empowerment by participating in commercial activities. Votive offerings used in rituals 
which were exchanged inside mediumship are now sold and bought as domestic products. 
People producing votive offerings can function more widely as producers, sellers or 
traders of goods. The ‘religious market’ of votive offerings is an informal market and, 
since worship is a fashionable activity in the unpredictable environment with all new 
concepts from global economy, the ‘religious market’ could establish its own commercial 
affairs supplying  social services and goods to its clientele. More importantly, votive 
offerings, because of its religious meaning, are invaluable products. The price of votive 
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offerings depends on believers’ trust and the solidarity of the mediumship. Therefore 
through the informal market mediums are becoming a petty bourgeoisie class in civil 
society. In this sense, mediums are, in Weberian terms, carriers of a civic culture albeit 
one that is very different from the historic European experience.    
With the open policy, many Vietnamese refugees are allowed to return to 
Vietnam to visit their relatives. Engaging in folk beliefs and practices in their homeland 
visits may include constructing temples, renovating places of worship, and participating 
in public and private rituals. A large section of these visitors so-called Viet kieu 
(Vietnamese are living in another country outside Vietnam) in fact have created a fashion 
movement among the Vietnamese civilian community to offer modern medium services. 
In this environment, many persons try to become mediums just to make money. As one 
female participant in mediumship commented: 
 Nowadays, there are many mediums for earning money. 
They do not have a sacred spirit or ‘deviant’ character – a 
stereotype of genuine mediums. They cheat believers to make 
money. I don’t like them. I think if they cheat the poor and helpless 
people to make money from them, they and their following 
generations will be punished by gods… 
 Some modern mediums get fame because of their abilities 
to contact with Viet kieu or rich people rather than the ability to 
communicate with spirits. I have witnessed in some places, 
mediums fight against each other to catch the relation with rich 
visitors! There is no belief inside such people.  
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Many mediums have become businessmen and are involved in the production and 
sale of votive offerings as commodities but of course at the same time these are religious 
products. Mediums can also use their abilities in communicating with supernatural 
powers to earn money through fortune-telling. They are, in some aspects, free-lance 
capitalists in a global market. As we have observed in previous chapters, Mr. Tran as an 
established medium has close relationships with businessmen both in Vietnam and 
overseas, often receiving invitations to travel abroad to perform his services. 
In Vietnamese folk belief gods or supernatural powers have no limit, therefore, no 
matter how far the believers are from the original worship place, their deep belief in gods 
and charity would catch the god blessing.   
 
Conclusion 
The revival of religion in contemporary Vietnam may be interpreted as, to quote 
Philip Taylor from Modernity and Re-enchantment, not so much the re-enchantment of a 
previously secular communist society as the ‘decentering of religious expression’ 
(Taylor, 2007:50). Religious phenomena now proliferate robustly throughout Viet 
society, presenting values, attitudes and narratives that are no longer controlled and 
orchestrated by the state. This sacred decentering has taken place alongside the policies 
of economic and social decentralization with a capitalist economy, and as a result the 
state has to some extent lost its hegemony over the production of a symbolic culture. In 
modern Vietnam, a great variety of prosperity cults, including of course spirit 
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mediumship flourish within their extensive social networks and lines of exchange that are 
connected to global patterns of economic expansion, outward migration, the formation of 
a world diaspora and deepening transnational linkages. Religious figures such as the 
mediums offer solace to people who are exposed to new uncertainties as many state 
functions become slowly privatized. While Christianity, Buddhism and Islam offer a 
universalistic message and can counter the ideology of the state by their own global 
networks, spirit mediumship is often regarded by the elite as an irrational, local or archaic 
practice. Yet these very social elites have in fact many somewhat clandestine connections 
with mediumship, and often a male government official will have a significant 
connection with mediumship through the intermediary actions of his wife.  
My principal theoretical conclusion is that writers like Alexander, Habermas and 
Boltanski have adopted, perhaps unwittingly, a western and secular historical 
understanding of ‘civil society’. Because for them civil society is historically tied to the 
emergence of a bourgeois class that was itself deeply influenced by the Enlightenment, 
there has been the assumption that religion is not part of civil society, especially a 
modern secular civil society. By and large, these writers ignored religion – at least until 
9/11 when social theorists were forced to come to terms with political Islam and its 
claims over civil society. Secular theories of civil society tend therefore to exclude 
religious networks from the sphere of civil activities and yet in many societies, including 
Vietnam emerging from a history of secular communism, religious groups and 
institutions play an important part in the associational life of ordinary people. 
In concluding this chapter, there are clear differences between the history and 
characteristics of civil society in Europe and Asian societies. In Europe civil society 
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emerged between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries with the growth of capitalism 
and the growth of bourgeois society based on individual rights and early democratic 
institutions. In Vietnam, this development was blocked by colonialism, a devastating 
experience of warfare and political corruption. Peasant society was the traditional basis of 
Vietnamese society, and elite positions were occupied by foreign powers. However, 
religious institutions or mediumship played an important role in establishing a quasi-civil 
sphere in which social groups could function outside the control of the state. In the 
modern period, with the growth of capitalism and the growth of a new middle class many 
new institutions are emerging. In particular mediumship has been revived and is 
flourishing.  
There is one aspect of my argument that requires emphasis. There is often a close 
connection between mediumship and the informal economy in terms of the sale of 
religious goods and services. This connection leads us to the recognition that civil society 
contains both legal and semi-legal groups and formal and informal institutions.    Thus to 
understand the evolution of civil institutions in Vietnam, we cannot historically look 
backwards towards a bourgeois class as the conduit of civil society in a conventional 
framework, and therefore we have to look elsewhere, such as the evolution of spirit 
mediumship. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion: gender, occupation and civil society 
 
This thesis has been concerned to analyze three related issues regarding the nature 
of spirit mediumship in contemporary Vietnam. The first was to study the role of 
mediumship as an avenue by which deviant sexual identities could be expressed and 
ultimately normalized – or at least partially so. Lesbianism is socially ostracized in 
mainstream society, but such deviant identities become acceptable within the culture of 
spirit mediumship, where such sexual orientations are commonplace. Secondly, I have 
attempted to describe spirit mediumship as a career or occupation, which like other social 
roles in the occupational system has a more or less sequential structure, involving regular 
patterns of recruitment and training. The peculiarity of this occupational role however 
lies in the fact that the successful medium must not, at least overtly or explicitly, choose 
to become the incumbent of a role within mediumship. In developing these two 
components of my thesis I have been greatly influenced by the classic work on the 
anthropology and sociology of spirit mediumship and shamanism, namely I.M. Lewis’s 
Ecstatic Religion. Although this book was first published in 1971, it provides a 
framework within which I have been able to examine both the gender characteristics and 
occupational norms of spirit possession in Vietnam. 
The third component of my thesis has been concerned to examine the 
(re)emergence of spirit mediumship activities in modern that is post-communist Vietnam 
in the context of a discussion of the evolution of civil society with the reconstruction of 
the Vietnamese economy. In a short period of time, Vietnam has developed from a classic 
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‘command economy’ with a dominant political party to a capitalist economy that has 
enjoyed considerable economic growth. The era of Vietnamese communism involved 
various direct and indirect attempts to suppress religious activity which was considered 
by the Party to be mere superstition and thereby a cultural legacy of traditional feudalism. 
We might suitably regard this period as one of ‘imposed bureaucratic secularism’. It 
appears that these policies failed in the sense that we are now witnessing an obvious 
revival of religious activity, of which spirit mediumship is simply one example. The main 
question facing sociologists with respect to both China and Vietnam is whether a civil 
sphere can emerge as the basis of social participation in a society where the Party and its 
institutions still hold a commanding sway. One aspect of the answer to this question may 
well be the growing social role of institutions, networks and organizations that grow 
alongside spirit mediumship. 
 
Gender and Mediumship 
The thesis started with a classification of mediums as ‘deviant’ people in the 
sense of their gender identities and practices. From the perspective of the sociology of 
Max Weber, we can argue that what makes sense of us, in our historical setting, is the 
product of our values, experiences and our culture. Therefore, spirit mediumship has to 
be understood within its cultural setting, within which it becomes difficult to talk about 
sexual normality and sexual deviance. It is as a consequence problematic to classify the 
gender identity of mediums as ‘deviant’ without using quotation marks. Gender identity 
is in any case contested and we must exercise great caution in applying labels to social 
phenomena that are both contradictory and complex. The idea of a third gender 
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classification of mediums in the folk belief of traditional Vietnamese society in fact 
offers us the possibility of understanding Vietnamese society, without reference to a 
binary division of sexuality between male and female. It therefore offers a conceptual 
solution to the notion of sexual deviation. 
For a long time Confucianism has been deeply rooted culturally in Vietnamese 
society as a result of more than one thousand years of civilizational hegemony, resulting 
from its geographical propinquity. As a Confucian society, Vietnam has been patriarchal 
in its gender institutions and culture, thereby strongly emphasizing the division between 
the masculinity of men and the femininity of women. In this patriarchal setting, 
housewife and mother were the normal social roles for mature women. These roles were 
the social conduit through which women became subservient and dependent, constructing 
them as the normal attitudes and dispositions of women in all activities relating to 
women. In terms of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1990), Confucianism 
constructed a rigid habitus for both men and women. 
Mediumship, on the other hand, does not necessarily presuppose patriarchal 
values. Within the practice of a body possessed by spirits, male and female mediums are 
simply considered to be ‘seats’ for gods. With the opposite gender preference of spirit 
incarnation into mediums, there is no rigid production of a gender bias in mediumship, 
and hence mediumship as a set of practices challenges the legacy of this Confucian 
patriarchal order. Thus Vietnamese society in some aspects has two contrasted systems of 
gender. There is the formal culture which is closely associated with the state and which is 
influenced by Confucianism (quan phuong) and secondly there is the informal culture or 
folklore, which is popular among the Vietnamese community (phi quan Phuong). 
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Folkloric belief and practice in mediumship were basic to the life of the people, since 
these beliefs and practices derive from the indigenous culture of the Vietnamese 
ancestors.  
 
Civil Society and Religious Practices 
Although mediumship cannot be directly or unambiguously compared to the 
bourgeois class and its corresponding bourgeois culture in Western history, spirit 
mediumship represents nevertheless an important social sector, mediating between the 
state (or at least the power elite and its institutions) and the economy in traditional 
society. In contemporary Vietnam, it is plausible to argue that mediums, their institutions 
and their network of followers, should be considered as a significant aspect of civil 
society.  
Literature about mediumship has flourished in recent years, mainly inspired by 
the public attention given to the rapid revitalization of worship among Vietnamese people 
after Vietnam had entered the Renovation Period (thoi ky doi moi). Pilgrimage in 
connection with spirit mediumship has become popular once more and competes with 
other forms of tourism. To return to a more elaborate version of a humorous quotation 
which I have used in an earlier chapter, a forty-five years old librarian at the National 
Library reflects on her own experiences of pilgrimage: 
Pilgrimages are much more interesting than tourist trips. 
First we can understand more about the history of our country 
because pagodas and temples are historic places at the same time. 
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We go there not only to pray to deities but also to get information 
about the ancient culture, the national heroes and many interesting 
things.  
For example, going to this temple I can have some 
knowledge about our ancestors. We have many famous women like 
Ba Trung, Ba Trieu, although they are not worshipped in this place 
like mother goddesses but Mother Goddess belief is being with 
them all the time. We do not have matriarchal but we have mother 
belief so we can assume that women play a very important role in 
Vietnamese society. We may feel proud of the fact that we are 
women (smile). People cannot say that women all are the second 
citizenship or possessed by men. 
Question: For how long have you joined in pilgrimages 
with the medium? 
Answer:  Around 10 years up to now. In our office we have 
‘Woman union’ organization, which involves in women’s concerns. 
In the women’s day or some holiday occasions we organize trips to 
pagodas and temples for all women in the office. These occasions 
are usually very exciting and beneficial and all women 
participating in the pilgrimages feel satisfied. The medium helps 
me much in organizing the trips. To tell the true, our trips are 
much better than other tours arranged by tourist companies. 
Tourist guiders have no idea about history, culture and tradition; 
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they only care about money and entertainment.  We find bored and 
disappointed with them. If you have time you might join with us 
and see how meaningful our trips are. Some men in my office want 
to join with us, also. But we do not allow them to join with. 
A large number of research publications partly describe and partly trace back to 
the folk-belief origins of these practices, but as yet we do not possess an adequate or 
complete history of popular religious practice in Vietnam. In part the absence of this 
comprehensive history is a product of the wars that have deeply disrupted the society. 
Much of the history of popular religion and its contemporary revival has yet to be 
documented but the work of Philip Taylor (2007) has been particularly important in 
developing this field.  
Mediumship practice was regarded as deviant social behavior under communism 
and spirit beliefs were dismissed as mere superstition, but this culture is indeed the folk 
belief and Vietnamese traditional custom which have a long history. Medium rituals were 
originally agricultural rituals that were directed at supernatural powers in order to get 
protection for human life. The gods in the pantheon of Dao Tam phu Tu phu – the name 
of the belief – are gods of nature, namely mountain and forest gods, water and earth gods, 
and finally sky gods. Medium rituals are ceremonies offering ‘seats’ for spirits to become 
incarnate, devoting material wealth for spirits to use and creating a sacred environment 
for displaying human respect for the spirits.  
In human societies, beliefs and practices concerned with communication with the 
spirit world are common in many traditions, especially in the northern hemisphere. For 
example, shamanism is found among the Finno-Ugric minority populations in Russia, the 
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Siberian people of northern Siberia, various groups in South Korea, and Eskimo 
communities in Alaska and Northern Canada. Vietnamese people also worship 
supernatural powers in their folk traditions and spirit possession has some strong 
connections with a broader pattern of shamanism. For example, in the folk pantheon, 
gender issues originating in agriculture were constructed around the mother figure. 
However, in the historical defence of their culture, masculine figures were added to 
clarify the social organization of the community. Female and male spirits are both 
incarnate and possess mediums to demonstrate their powers over people. In this spiritual 
world, the heroes will become gods in opposition to laymen, who, as mere mortals, have 
no extraordinary powers. 
Under communism, with its secular ideology, mediums were considered to be a 
deviant sector of society and their superstitious beliefs could not be tolerated in a society 
that had formally committed it self to the scientific framework of Marxist-Leninism. This 
criticism of religion was very much the legacy of Ho Chi Minh’s commitment to the 
scientific principles of Leninism from which the Party has been reluctant to deviate 
(Brocheux, 2007). From this historical perspective, the growth of a new Vietnamese 
bourgeoisie is important, because this social class, far from rejecting mediumship, 
appears to embrace it enthusiastically, and as a result mediumship is being revitalized 
after a long period of suppression. The commercial or bourgeois class in Vietnam is 
currently beginning to experience, however tentatively, the growth of civic freedoms, the 
rise of public opinion, and a new commercial power. Of course, the bourgeoisie in 
European history had very different components and characteristics. Nevertheless, in the 
modern Vietnamese economy, mediumship is functioning in the informal market, 
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providing social and commercial linkages with the global Vietnamese diaspora.  The 
mediums are thus important economic links in a global chain of exchange. Spirit 
mediumship is obviously not regarded as a normal feature of the formal economy and in 
this sense mediums are still a deviant occupational group unlike legitimate businessmen 
in the formal economy.  Nevertheless they function as an important conduit for 
remittances and other financial payments and services between Vietnam and the diaspora, 
and between diverse social groups within Vietnam.  
The final argument therefore concerns the connection between modern 
mediumship activities and the Vietnamese Renovation Period with the growth of a free-
market economy. The unique culture of mediumship in some aspects is now contributing 
to the economy (or at least to the informal economy) in modern Vietnamese business. 
How this relationship between mediumship, civil society, new economy and political 
elite unfolds in the coming years is hard to predict and it is not self-evident that China 
and Russia provide us with appropriate models for understanding Vietnam and its likely 
development. In their The Transition from Communism to Capitalism David Lane and 
Cameron Ross (1999) argued that the collapse of the Soviet Union involved a revolution 
from above in which various elites have competed for power, resulting in the early stages 
of transition in a ‘weak state’ facing a ‘weak society’. There is little evidence that 
Vietnam is a weak society and mediumships and their global networks are, I have argued, 
a vital part of the emerging civil society.  
In conclusion, spirit mediumship has found an important cultural niche within 
modern Vietnam within the gender division, within the informal occupational structure, 
and within the emerging civil society. Spirit mediumship is yet one further example of 
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the fact that the secularization thesis, predicting an inevitable decline of all forms of 
religious activity, with the modernization of society provides a narrow and inadequate 
framework for understanding the process of modernization – once we have abandoned 
the idea of a singular, unique and historically dominant route to modernity (Frank, 1998). 
Although there was an enforced secularization during the period of communist 
supremacy, the liberalization of the economy has also witnessed a revival of spirit 
mediumship. Whether or not this revival represents what Peter Berger (1999) has called 
the ‘desecularisation’ of society remains to be seen. 
Throughout this thesis I have made the assumption that communism had 
suppressed religion in general and had been hostile to spirit mediumship as an irrational 
and wasteful fold practice. I have also assumed that even in the Renovation Period 
suspicion of religion continues on the part of the government and its agencies. However 
some commentators on Vietnam believe that there is now a new attitude emerging in 
which religion is seen to contribute to social solidarity among the people and that religion 
can be useful in sustaining identities that are not anti-patriotic. Thus according to Taylor 
(2007:32-33):  
 A significant sea change in official policy towards religion 
has occurred in tandem with recent major changes in economic 
policy and social relations. The party now sees in religion a source 
of inner strength [néi lùc] that might aid development of a 
prosperous, orderly and wholesome society. The legacy of 
Durkheim and other thinkers of the symbolist tradition, prominent 
among French colonial scholars, but neglected for more than half 
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of a century, is re-ascendant in the thinking of domestic 
intellectuals. By returning to the roots of tradition, reattaching 
people to symbolic focal points ad bolstering collective 
consciousness of a shared identity, religion can generate a united, 
cohesive nation in a globalized world.  
This view of social change in Vietnam may well provide an alternative framework 
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Appendix: The interview data and pictures 
 
 
Report of interview data 
I have conducted interviews with two mediums, who are living in Hanoi and five 
of their disciples. Both mediums, one male and one female, have been mediums for a  
long time and they got their names in the mediumship. A male medium is the one who 
lives in Hanoi since he was born with his former generations. He can be called 
‘Hanoian’. The female medium is not ‘Hanoian’; she moved to Hanoi ten years ago but 
still keeps her business as a service for worship in temples of her hometown. I have 
known the man for three years and the woman for four years.  
My relationships with other interviewees, who are participants in the medium 
rituals, have lasted for one to two years, fluctuating in different situations. The interviews 
took place in the mediums’ temples and in cafeterias, where we could talk to each other 
freely. It was the mediums, who introduced themselves to me and gave me some ideas 
about our conversations before they were to take. 
Here is my report of the interviews.          
   
1. The female medium 
Her name is Nguyen thi Lai, 45 years old. She has a husband and two children. 
One of her children is employed now as a worker and the other is studying at school. Her 
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husband has no job but helps her in organizing the rituals as well as doing business in 
her hometown. 
Medium:  I believe in gods since they started punishing (hanh) me. In 1987, on 
one day when I was tending ducks in the village, there was a woman from Hanoi coming 
there to worship (her living place at that time was near to Mother Goddess temple in Nam 
Dinh province), she said that I must go to worship otherwise I would get a bad luck. At 
that time I did not believe her: ‘You are so talkative! You must like gossiping’. One week 
later, I brought eggs to the company to sell. When I was at the corner of the road, one 
motorbike hit me slightly. I felt down, leaning on my right arm. But it turned out 
afterwards that I had to stay in the hospital for six months and eventually the doctor asked 
me to do the surgery with my arm, which will cut something inside it to relieve my pain 
but malfunctions the arm at the same time. That means I would no longer use it. 
Suddenly, I remembered about the saying of the old lady and went to Mother Goddess 
temple to pray for not doing the surgery. (She shows me her strong arm). 
Some years later I had a plan to buy a house. The fortune-teller told me that I 
must buy a house, which faces the North side. This is this house now. He said ‘the 
landlord will allow you to be in debt only if you went there before eight o’clock in the 
morning, otherwise you must pay the full bill’. I and my husband tried on going to see the 
landlord after eight o’clock and the prediction became true, he did not allow us to be in 
debt. After all, I again went to see the fortune teller and convinced him to help me one 
more time. He told me “the fourteenth of this month is your date. For other people it is 
the bad day, but for you it is good. At sharp five o’clock in the afternoon you must leave 
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to the landlord”. Thus, we followed exactly his guidelines and got the agreement for the 
postponing payment.  
Questions:   Does you husband believe in gods? 
Answer:   Not so much. But he companies me in my business. When I announce 
that I need to go worshipping somewhere rather than our temple, he helps me to prepare 
for the trip. I went to many places such as Lao Cai, Phu Giay, Chua Huong, and Ba Chua 
Kho….I go everywhere; however it is hard I determine to go. Sometimes we have not 
enough money for the trip, my husband asked his relatives to lend money. He is very nice 
to me. And his relatives are nice, too.  
For the first time, I got carsick. They left me on the road, I had to crumble into a 
house, staying there for one day and then continued the trip. I was ceaselessly vomiting in 
the bus. After the first trip I was sick for two weeks, lying on bed and could not do any 
housework.    
Questions:   Your husband did not go with you? 
Answer:   No, he did not. He had to stay at home, taking care for children. 
Besides, this is my duty to go worshipping gods. The gods want me to go, not him. It is 
lucky! I cannot imagine if gods want both of us to serve them. We still have to bring up 
the children and earn money to live. But, thanks for gods, since I start serving them our 
life has become better. You see, now we have bought a house. My children are good. 
Both of them are obedient children. Our business is ok, we can afford our life (smile).    
Questions:   Does he care about the money you spend for the trip? 
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Answer:   No, he does not. Even in the days of our being in debt, he did not say 
anything. He lets me feel free with the trips because these trips are not for vocation, but 
for spirit. If I do not go, everything will be really bad. I have a feeling of hotness in the 
guts (nong ruot) and I cannot do a single work. Usually, after the pilgrimages our living 
conditions are improving. For example, there are no more quarrels between I and my 
husband; we see eye to eye with each other in most of things; we have good lucks in 
doing business and feel happy with our children. 
Questions:    Has he ever gone worshipping on behalf of you? 
Answer:    No, it is impossible. You will never know if you are not a medium (I 
wonder if there is a sexual element here). I myself have to go and we will get blessed by 
gods. A person cannot voluntarily become a medium. For example, if your destiny is 
becoming a master (quan), even you cover yourself under the ground, people still pull 
you up and put you into your position. But if you are not destined to become a master, 
even you spend a huge of money to buy prestige you still cannot become a master. 
As you see, there are many mediums, who are scholars; officials or the wives of 
rulers. Of course, the country has its national ideology, family has its rules and science 
has its disciplines but supernatural powers are some things people have not able to avoid. 
Many mediums practice secretly because they are afraid of gossip, affecting their careers 
and their family social status. But, anyway they keep worshipping gods for their happy 
lives.  
I tell you the story about the two men that I have known in our temple. It took me 
three years to investigate them. Every first days of a lunar month, they came there from 3 
 111
Spirit Worship and Sexuality in Vietnam 
A.M with their back bags. They bought flowers, fruits, votive money (tien vang), incense 
and forms of Sino-Vietnamese praying paper (to van khan nom). Then they themselves 
have written praying words and arranged very carefully all the offerings on the large 
aluminum trays and carried them to the temple. They left their bags in our shop. We were 
very curious so we secretly opened them. There were two army costumes; people said 
that these are costumes for army doctors. Then we went to the temple to see what they 
were doing. They were praying super well! Their voices were wonderfully matched, 
attracting all of us.  
Questions:   Do you have business in that temple area? 
Answer:    Yes, my cousins are working there for me. We have a series of shops 
there. Not only my shop. Many of my cousins as well as the cousins of my husband are 
working there. We just help visitors to worship gods, help them to have good meals and 
good places to relax after a long trip.  
Questions:    Do you have to pay tax for your business? 
Answer:    No, doing service in temples does not like doing business in the 
market. Money is not the number one factor in our profits. If you are stranger there, you 
will be charged for every service with unpredictable price. But if you go there and tell 
them that you are my friend, they will help you for free. However, we annually contribute 
to the temple as well as village fund around three millions dongs (equal about 300 S$).  
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2. A female participant. 
Her name is Nguyen thi Bui, 40 years old, a housewife. She is the most devoted 
follower of the medium. She usually spends days and sometimes one or two weeks going 
to the worship place with the medium and other followers.    
Interviewee:  I will talk with you if you really believe in gods; otherwise I will not 
talk… 
I usually go worshipping to get blessed for all my family members. My husband 
is very busy with his work. He works very hard, I need to pray to gods to bless him in his 
job. I have two children: one son, one daughter. My son is going to get married. My 
daughter is student. All of them need to be blessed.  
I go worship is for the whole family, not only for me. Our ancestors have a saying 
‘one’s merit belongs to one’s mother’ (phuc duc tai mau) so my worship will benefit my 
children’s lives. As their mother, I wish to contribute all my work to their merits. I spend 
time and effort on praying to gods, hoping that gods would listen to my wish, shelter us 
from dangers and illness. I believe, without my ceaseless worship, my family would not 
have such a happy life like now. Even my husband’s promotion in his occupation also 
thanks to the worship to gods as this society is so competitive and unpredictable.  
I told you about the history of my sons’ wedding, which will happen in the next 
month. Last two years ago, he introduced us his girlfriend for the first time. For my first 
sight, I don not like her already. Her face tells me that she is not a benevolent but selfish 
person. I think, she will bring bad consequence to my son. And as my feeling, on the 
question about their marriage in the future, the medium responded that in the future this 
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girl will ruin my son’s occupation. My son will get much bad luck in his life and they 
will divorce eventually. The reason of this terrible consequence is that girl was born in 
the year of tiger while my son was born in the year of mouse. So the tiger’s spirit will 
control the mouse’s spirit.  
I brought my son here to listen to god’s words. After listening, he confessed that 
he found it difficult to get along with the girl. She blocked him in making friends with 
other people and turns his social relationship into challenging all the time. I had to buy 
many offerings to devote to gods and thanks for gods, they said goodbye each other two 
months later.  
Then, the medium gave us the introduction on choosing the suitable wife for him. 
Fortunately, he has found the good girl one year onwards. According to the fortune-teller, 
this girl will be good for his career. She will be a good wife and her merit will bring good 
luck to my son’s job. I also have a good impression of her. Now we are preparing the 
wedding for them. I hope, in the future, she can get along with my family and there will 
be no change in our small house.     
Even with my husband, sometimes I give him advices on his work. I usually come 
here, near to gods. Therefore, if there is any dangerous potential in my husband’s office 
the gods will let me know. I will announce him and at the same time I will devote many 
offerings to gods, helping him overcome such dangers. People said that “husband’s 
success is companied by his wife” (cua chong cong vo). His social position nowadays 
partly thanks to gods and my worship. Even though I am not working and seldom appear 
in his office but I may know everything about his work.   
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Question:  Has anyone in your family ever gone worshipping with you? 
Answer:    No, only me. One person is enough. They are busy with the works; 
they do not have time for going to many temples. Anyway, I can be on behalf of them to 
beg the bless form gods. At home we also have an altar for gods. They can worship there 
whenever they can. My husband and my children often pray there when they feel 
discomfort and if the issues are serious I will help them to pray to gods. 
Question: When you go on pilgrimages for many days, does your husband 
complain about money, time or something else? 
Answer:    Nothing. He knows that my work is for him, for our family. In my 
family, I am the most important person. He is running his office, in the end of the month 
he gives me all his income and I am the person who decide how to spend the money. But 
I never have a wrong decision. I do not use money on the fashion or invaluable things. A 
coin I devote to gods will help us to make a fortune later. Gods can see my true-heart! 
Question:  Did you go worshiping before you were marriage? 
Answer:  Yes, sure. My parents had to ask the fortune teller about my husband’s 
personality and his promotion before our marriage. Then he gave us the date of marriage 
so that we would have a happy life forever. You are still young and not yet getting 
married, I want to tell you this thing. Especially your first sex date, it needs to be 
organized properly according to your and his fate. It is important. That is why we have a 
happy life until now. To tell the true, in my family, I am the person, who decides the 
mating time.  
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The year and gender of children are important, too. A new member’s appearance 
in a couple’s life has its basis influence, not only in daily issues but also in business 
interests. I devote my true-heart to gods so gods always tell me, help me to have well-
controlled children and since we had them, the family economy has been growing.          
Question:  Does your daughter follow your steps?  
Answer:   Not absolutely. She has a different character from me. Maybe she has 
her own life and destiny. For my old age, I will move here to service gods. This is my 
most favorite work. Now I am still in the ‘life debt’ (no doi) of the marital problems. I 
must take care of my husband and my children. I owned their debts from the former life. 
When they do not need me any more, I will be free and I will stay by gods.  
My daughter is not married yet. I am not sure what will happen after she goes to 
get married. She has a boyfriend now and he is fine. Anyway, to be a woman, she needs 
to have a family and children first. Like me, she can only enjoy the sacred life after 
completing all the mundane duties as a wife, a mother.  
I tell to my future daughter-in-law in the same way. Whatever she wants to do or 
to be, first of all she must think about the family affair. She must take care of her husband 
and her children well. After completing such a given duty, she will be free to do 
everything. I am an open minded mother-in-law. My future daughter-in-law loves me and 
respects me. And she also follows my advices on her life with my son. 
Question: You were especially interested in serving gods after the wedding or 
before that, since the childhood? 
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Answer:   When I was small I used to go to worship places with both my mother 
and my relatives. My mother also usually goes to pagodas and temples. But she just does 
this work with some other members in the family. She feels frighten when she is alone in 
the temple. I do not have such kind of emotion. I feel happier when I get closer to gods. 
To tell you the true, I can sleep by myself in the temple. It is very simple with me.  
After the wedding, I always go to worship in many places. My trip does not 
depend on whether there is any other person going with me or not. I can manage every 
thing myself. That is why my husband follows my words when I said to him that these 
words are from the gods. And all the things I do now, for example praying, taking 
pilgrimages and donating to temples as well as pagodas, are for his good luck in carrying 
his office and our wealth.  
Question: Is there any time in your life that you could not get closed to gods for 
along time? 
Answer: Yes, there was the time when I gave a birth for the first time.  I was very 
tired so that I could not take care of anything. But I got better for the second delivery so 
that I could keep my sacred timetable.  
Question: Did you have trouble during that time?  
Answer:   Not so much. It was unhappy time for me when I cannot stay besides 
gods. My husband did know how to help me then. But now he understands me better and 
knows how to let me feel free with my work (smile).       
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3. A female participant 
She is a student, 20 years old. She sometimes comes to the temple to pray to gods.  
Interviewee:  In the past, only girls are the ones, who care about the age of their 
partners but now, I see, men are interested more. I have some friends, right after knowing 
my name they try to know my age. It is not because they want to know whether I am old 
or young but they want to know what year I was born to see if I and they will go along 
for a long time. It is very strange and unpleased. 
I have a female friend. She and her boyfriend love each other for nearly one year. 
Then she goes to see the boy’s family. After that, the boy said that his parents do not like 
her because of her age so they said goodbye! 
It seems to me nowadays men are more superstitious than women. I was in many 
temples and pagodas and saw how professional man’s worship is. Their mouths and 
gestures are like mediums. I do not know why they pay much attention on such things. 
In the past this work is distributed to women but now is done by men. In my 
family, only my mother takes care about the altar and the worship of ancestors in their 
death anniversaries. My father never cares about it. He said that this is the work of 
women’s. Men are those, who are in charge of the outside and realistic affairs, while 
women are in charge of the domestic and worship affairs. And he did not know about my 
mother’s age when he married her.  
But now, you see. There are more and more men going to see fortune-tellers and 
asking for advices about their jobs as well as love matters. Gender identity is changing. 
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Men and boys now are more dressing, meticulous and even soft. They take over all 
female characters! Girls and women are more strong, active and naughty.  
I myself like men, who are self-possessed, quiet, delicate and very masculine. 
Question:   How is masculine? 
Answer:  Men must be good at his job, generous, know how to care women and 
not talk so much about fashion, female gestures. 
We girls want to find men to be defended but not to defend them. Most of men 
now are feminine oriented. They disappoint me. I do not know why. But if you go to 
worship places you will see. The number of men maybe is bigger than the number of 
women. I do not know what I will do after getting married (smile). Perhaps I have to go 
out to take a job and earn money like my husband and then we chop in to live together!     
Question:  Do you see the change in mediums’ characters nowadays? 
Answer:  Yes, in the past almost male mediums are very soft and somehow 
feminine. But now, many male mediums look very fierce. They say bad words, taking 
advantage of their positions, sometimes they look down the old ladies. There is a male 
medium living near my house. He shouts at the old women, who are voluntarily working 
for him. These women believe in gods and need to be protected by gods. Because they 
really believe that that man is the medium possessed by god so even he shouts at them, 
they feel all right. It is unbelievable.  
Some of them devote much money to this male medium but still have to suffer his 
hot-temper. The medium turns to be a monster! Mediums nowadays are interested more 
in financing issues. They always organize many trips to many places, collecting money 
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from their followers. Besides, they charge much when they help some ones to pray to 
gods.  
These mediums are very fashionable. They wear a lot of jewelries. They change 
their motorbikes so often, showing off all the time. Maybe they want to be respected by 
their fortune but not by their services to gods. Their abilities of communicating with 
supernatural forces are now advertised by money they make as positions of mediums.  
 It was alternative in comparing with the ancient mediums. I know one ancient 
medium, who is very modest and delicate.  He never tells about the fact that he is a 
medium. It is only when people get a closed relationship with him; he helps them to pray 
to gods, foresees some back and good luck, and supervises some methods of avoiding the 
bad luck.        
Question:  Is he married? 
Answer:  No, he is not. He has no siblings, too. And we do not know about his 
parents. My mother told me that he actually lived far away from our place. Then he 
moved here around 30 years ago, when I was not born yet. He is very nice, he likes 
children and very friendly with us. I see him as my older sister, very careful and 
hardworking. He lives alone but his house is always so clean and tidy. I believe that he 
really can communicate with supernatural forces. 
My mother said that we, as his neighbors, used to introduce some girls to him. 
And also there are some girls, who like him and want to get married with him.  However, 
he does not like anyone. He seems to be shy when he has to face to face with girls. He 
just keeps silent and says nothing to them. But, for us, female neighbors, he is very 
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friendly. He usually lets us to go to his house, feeds us and does good things for us. Even 
sometimes we go shopping with him. He is a very interesting person.      
Question: Does he have many followers and other colleague mediums? 
Answer:  He has several colleague mediums. Not many! He seldom invites them 
to visit his place or go to visit them in other temples. In his ceremony, I do see many 
mediums. It seems to me that other mediums do not care much about him because he 
does not try to compete to earn as much money as possible like them. If I have back luck 
or something difficult in my life, he can help me to call for help from gods without any 
money. It never happens with modern mediums now.  
Most of his followers might be we! (smile). However, there are also some other 
people living very far from here. I do not know how come they got to know him. They 
come to his place and ask him for help. Then some of them brought gifts and money to 
thank him. Actually he rarely says about his work with us. For us, he is a good neighbor. 
Bu I know that he is a genius medium. When he is possessed by spirits, he looks 
totally different. He suddenly becomes nimble, exciting and skillful with all poises 
dedicated to gods. I am not credulous. But I believe that he gets something from spirits in 
fact. He may not lose totally his mind while experiencing the incarnation of spirits but 
some words from ‘him’ are true and so supernatural. Something that I never share with 
him in the everyday life yet could be understood by ‘him’ when he gets possessed. It is 
quite strange to me! 
Question: But now you would like to come to this temple instead of going to that 
medium to worship? 
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Answer:  Yes, because my friends come here with me. Of course I no longer have 
a former feeling like in the past when I participate in ‘modern ceremonies’ with ‘modern 
mediums’ but anyway it is not so important to me. I just want to joy the trip with my 
friends. Besides, the environment here is quite exciting, active and noisy somehow. In 
that medium’s place, it was happy but standard and he could not have such many 
followers like here. We can make friends here as well as by chance start some social 
relationships.      
Question: Do you still believe that there are spirits which can bless us or defend 
us in the life? 
Answer:  Yes. But in the modern times everything can be changed. In fact I do not 
trust the mediums here, but I go to visit them partly because there are many rich people 
come here to worship. It is similar to the fact that there are more and more men behave 
like women while women want to be like men. I do not like it but I have to accept it. 
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4. A male participant. 
The man’s name is Nguyen Cong Thanh, 62 years old. He has a small business in 
Hanoi, selling electric facilities.   
Interviewee:    
I see many people believe in supernatural forces but other do not. So I think, 
whether there are gods or not is depends on each person. But for me, when I was a child, 
although I did not know anything about supernatural forces I have not dared to indulge 
profanities towards genii and saints. There is a temple in my village. We used to unite 
there to play. Sometimes, we played with statues of deities but we never do anything 
irrespectively with them. There are some things mysterious from them make us 
frightened. Now, natural sciences are trying to discover all mysterious phenomena but not 
yet successful. Thus we would better respect gods. Besides, the respecting has no harmful 
side in our life.     
As a man, I cannot tell whether I believe in gods or not. But worshipping 
ancestors is the important thing. My wife died and I am the person in my family to take 
care about the worship of our ancestors. In the past, my wife did this work very well. 
Sometimes I forgot, but she still remembered. She is my wife so she is one of our kinship 
members; she has a responsibility of taking care of our ancestors. She remembered all 
death anniversary days of our grandparents and parents. This medium remembers, too. 
She helps me to pray and give offerings to gods, to my grandparents and parents. If my 
parents lack anything in their world, I will give them (According to the Vietnamese 
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traditional custom, goods made from paper can be considered as real goods in the 
afterlife world). In return, they bless me to be strong.    
My wife used to participate here and now I follow her. Many of our relatives 
usually come here, too. Thus, I feel comfortable in this community. I enjoy in the trips 
with them to many different places. I have many old friends here. 
Question:  What do you think about mediums? Have they got anything deviant 
figures from other people? 
Answer:  The strange gender behavior of the mediums is the one thing that makes 
them different from others. I think here is again a natural phenomenon that is not yet 
explained completely by scientific knowledge. According to our folklore, because they 
are possessed by gods, they must have some special characters distinguishing from the 
normal people. However, their characters are not harmful to anyone. So it is ok. 
Besides, nowadays there is no strictly gender standard. You can see that clothes 
are worn both by boys and girls. The design is the same. Boys and girls now are all active 
and somehow naughty! I also see many girls smoking and drinking now. They are not 
different from boys at all. Therefore, in my opinion, such feminine gestures from male 
mediums or masculine behaviors from female mediums become ‘normal’, no longer 
‘deviant’.     
Question:  How about this medium? What do you think about her? 
Answer:  She is the strong person. Sometimes she carries out the ritual for more 
than ten hours without eating; only drinking wine in the male spirit possession period. 
This is a strange woman. My wife chopped with her in the business in her village. She is 
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the talent businesswoman. Her house is here but she can manage her hometown business 
from the remote distance perfectly. Perhaps, her spirits help her! 
Of course her talent sometimes surprises me, but not in the bad way. To tell the 
true, we get benefit from this ‘deviant’ character. Thanks for her ability; we do not feel 
very worried about our money for the long time. The monthly interest helps me much in 
my expenses. So spirits defend her and bless me (smile). 
Question:  Do you see anything unique in her personality from other people’s 
ones? 
Answer:  Many things. I do not think she is a normal person. As I said to you, 
even for a man, it is difficult to service gods in hours and hours without eating and taking 
rest, but she can. In her last year service for the beginning of summer, the forth lunar 
month (hau nhap ha), she has possessed by spirits for fourteen hours. We had to one by 
one go to the kitchen for eating. Even her four assistants (hau dong) and liturgical singers 
(cung van) had to replace each other in serving the ritual. There was only she, who was 
constantly serving spirits in fourteen hours.  
She does not mind difficulty if it is useful or meaningful in devoting to gods. And 
you could be her good friend if you respect her work, otherwise no matter who you are, 
even the prime minister, you would be chased by her immediately. Even in spite of our 
long run relation, sometimes she chases me out of the temple without any cause! But I do 
not feel angry with her. I get used to it and it is ‘normal’ situations with the ‘deviant’ 
people.     
Question:  Has she ever been angry with other people? 
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Answer:  Not only being angry. Normally she is humorous, generous and friendly. 
But when there is something not matched in her will, she is inflamed. At those moments, 
none of us dares to say anything, even her husband. Last week, there was a woman 
coming here to ask her for help. Instead of listening to her words, she kept rejecting the 
medium’s explanation and advocating all the mistakes happened for her difficult 
situation. The medium was very angry. She shouted at that woman and pushed her out of 
the temple. Then she was screaming with all of us. I felt so scared and we all kept silent.  
In other words, such people have alternative and un-controlling tempers (tinh 
dong bong). Like other genius, they have some advantages and disadvantages. Their 
behaviors depend on their moods. Our ancestors used to say that the poorest man in the 
world is those who have to be a husband of a medium woman. I think this saying is 
correct in this case, I feel sorry for her husband. He is a man but he is not really a 
powerful and decisive person in their family. Besides, suffering the hot temper person, 
who is his wife, I must say, is not in deed a pleasant thing.  
Question:  Has he ever said to you that he is not happy?  
Answer:   No. But as a man, I can understand him.  Let me tell you, my wife 
looked after the medium a little bit. I also had to suffer her when she is alive. She is a 
nice wife but only not really obedient wife. I had to suffer the conflict between her and 
my family, especially my mother. Both of them are my women in the life! I had to buy a 
small house and we moved out after short time living together in one house. 
However, she knows how to take care of me and children. But as a man, we do 
not like such kind of characteristic. Anyway, there is no perfect person in this world. 
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Sometimes I and the medium’s husband go out to drink or eat. We are on the same boat, 
maybe! 
Question: Does her husband believe in gods? And does he practice medium 
ritual? 
Answer:   He believes in gods, he said to me. In fact his family has become much 
better since his wife started serving gods. And their relation was getting better then. Even 
he himself feels better since his house became a temple. But we also know that even 
when the gods want to help us, we have to work hard. If you are lazy, just lie down on 
bed all day and imagine that gods will bring all things to you, which are absolutely 
wrong! We have to try our best and then if we are deserved gods will bless us. Our 
ancestors said the same.  
The second is his medium practice. The spiritual issue is a mysterious thing that 
only some persons can achieve. No matter how I desire, I cannot get it unless gods call 
me. Even he is the husband of her; he cannot hear what spirits say to her. This is what I 
think and believe. So what do you think about it? Do you agree with me?                  
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5. A female participant  
Her name is Pham Quynh Chau and she is 45 years old. She is a librarian in the 
National Library. People said to me that she is supposed to be a medium, but because she 
is still working in the library office, it will be difficult for her work and family if she fully 
participates in the mediumship. She therefore keeps praying to have her duty suspended. 
However, in my interview she never talks  about her destiny in becoming a medium. For 
her, mediumship is more than a social activity, where she can find psychological 
satisfaction.     
Question: Do you think there are more and more people going to worship 
nowadays? 
Answer:  Yes, certainly. Pilgrimages are much more interesting than tourist trips. 
First we can understand more about the history of our country because pagodas and 
temples are historic places at the same time. We go there not only to pray to deities but 
also to get information about the ancient culture, the national heroes and many interesting 
things.  
For example, going to this temple I can have some knowledge about our 
ancestors. We have many famous women like Ba Trung, Ba Trieu, although they are not 
worshipped in this place like mother goddesses but Mother Goddess belief is being with 
them all the time. We do not have matriarchal but we have mother belief so we can 
assume that women play a very important role in Vietnamese society. We may feel proud 
of the fact that we are women (smile). People cannot say that women all are the second 
citizenship or possessed by men.  
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Question: But there are many other male deities in the Four and Three Palaces 
pantheon and moreover male mediums are quite numerous and famous in the 
mediumshiip? 
Answer:  Yes, Mother Goddess belief is not a woman dominated belief but is the 
somehow natural belief, which logically consists of two elements female and male of the 
life. But mother is a very important one, who creates all human beings. That is why we 
need to worship Mother. However, as you know, woman cannot give a birth without the 
help from man. We pray to both female and male deities to show that we appreciate those 
who gave us the life. 
In my opinion, worshipping is not just a religious practice but also a culture. We 
worship and go on a pilgrimage together, then we can find out who we are, what our 
original culture is. I realize many things about our ancestors as well as the causes of our 
life owing to the pilgrimages. The mediums are both predestined by gods and have rich 
knowledge of traditional customs. Each medium is a book about traditional custom. You 
should talk with them and we will see how interesting our traditional life is.  
Question: Do you always go on pilgrimages? And how about the financing 
solutions for these pilgrimages?   
Answer: We can have many people for one trip, which helps us to reduce the trip 
cost much. Besides, the medium here has good relationship with many other temples as 
well as pagodas, so when we go worshipping, sometimes we can sleep in the pagodas for 
free. We can cook in the pagodas’ kitchens and have meals with monks and nuns there. 
Now medium rituals are allowed to be taken place in many pagodas. In almost pagodas, 
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there is a Mother altar at least or small Mother auxiliary temple right besides Buddhist 
temple. And we can learn something more about Buddhism by the way. 
Question: For how long have you joined in pilgrimages with the medium? 
Answer:  Around 10 years up to now. In our office we have ‘Woman union’ 
organization, which involves in women’s concerns. In the women’s day or some holiday 
occasions we organize trips to pagodas and temples for all women in the office. These 
occasions are usually very exciting and beneficial and all women participating in the 
pilgrimages feel satisfied. The medium helps me much in organizing the trips. To tell the 
true, our trips are much better than other tours arranged by tourist companies. Tourist 
guiders have no idea about history, culture and tradition; they only care about money and 
entertainment.  We find bored and disappointed with them. If you have time you might 
join with us and see how meaningful our trips are. Some men in my office want to join 
with us, also. But we do not allow them to join with. 
Question:  How come?  Are these trips only for women? 
Answer:  Not really. But we encourage women participate alone or with their 
daughters rather than with their husbands and sons. We feel bored with taking care of 
men all the time. In the office we have male boss, at home we have husbands so-called 
‘domestic bosses’. In those trips, we need to have our own atmosphere so we can feel free 
with sleeping, eating and chatting. All the time is full of funny stories. Besides, we can 
understand more about each other so that we can help those who are in the difficulties 
with family affairs. 
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Women sometimes should have their own world rather than accompany men by 
all means. My husband agrees with me about this point. Our child is now working, he 
also agrees with me. In short, when I am not at home, my husband and son can manage 
their life. I do not need to be worried about their daily meals, clothes and other chores. 
Sometimes I can be away for a week.        
Question: Do you usually go to the remote areas or only the temples surrounding 
Hanoi?  
Answer:  Those trips, which organized for the colleagues in my company, are 
short, about one or two days. Partly because of the limited money and time funds 
supported by the company, we cannot have long pilgrimages. Partly because many other 
women still have to take care much about their family members, they cannot ignore 
everything to enjoy the long pilgrimage. So we limit the time. You do not know that the 
very complicated problem for each pilgrimage is the arrangement of the trip date. As I 
said to you, they at the same time have another boss at home. After getting the permission 
from the official boss, they must get more permission from ‘household bosses’ (smile).  
 But here in the temple, sometimes we have very long trips, around seven to ten 
days to the middle and the south areas of the country, even to Thailand. The more we 
could go, the more knowledge we could get for ourselves. There are many beautiful and 
decorated pagodas in Thailand. They have collected much gold and money to build such 
a marvelous religious places.                               
Question:  Which spirit possession in the medium ceremony do you like most? 
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Answer:  Usually I like the possession of the Second Great Mandarin (Quan De 
Nhi) and the Queen of the forests (Ba Chua Thuong Ngan).   
Question:  Why do you like these sessions? 
Answer:  I do not know. Maybe the images of these spirits through the medium’s 
gestures are very beautiful and attractive.  
Question:  Beside the knowledge that you could get, do you think you will only be 
blessed by participating in such rituals? How about other people, who have no chance to 
take part in the rituals, will their lives be not happy?   
Answer:   Of course not. The chance that you have with such ceremonies is also 
predestined thing. Like the chance that I meet you today. If we do not have predestined 
dates according to the gods, we could not meet together today. Why I can talk with you? 
If there is another researcher comes here, maybe I will not talk with him or her. It means 
that in the former life we have known each other already or there are some other reasons 
leading to our meet today that we cannot sense it. Only god knows. But I believe that 
everything in this world has its cause and effect. Those who have no chance to enjoy such 
ceremonies may get blessed by gods, even more than us. In many times we pray for 
people in the world that we do not know. It does not mean that only mediums or people 
carry out the sacred rituals could get blessed by gods. The root for our work is because 
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6. The male medium   
His name is Tran Van Thinh, 48 years old. He has a private temple in the centre 
of Hanoi. This building is the ancient building, which was much bigger in the distant 
past. In 1980 it was narrowed for public transportation. The door of the flat becomes the 
ceiling of the building. However, the inner area is still the same, filled with thousands of 
valuable offerings and worshipping facilities. From inside of the temple, one may say that 
it would be the old public temple because of its ancient furniture. The owner refers many 
of them to the believers’ devotion, which makes sense in the case of  classifying them as 
not a collection but a mass of things.      
Medium Thinh lives here together with his male followers. He has no wife and no 
children. He has a round face that, together with his high male tone voice, successfully 
creates his feminine appearance both during the possession and in daily life. But his face 
otherwise has  male features. He has a lot of followers, who are not only living in Hanoi 
and other parts of the country but also in many developed countries around the world 
such as United States, France, and Germany….Almost of them are old ladies, who used 
to live in Hanoi for some time.  
He has organized a group network of mediumship practitioners effectively with 
many activities like going on a pilgrimage, training and helping novices to open their 
own temples. He is not a fortune-teller but he is fairly professional in serving gods. His 
appearance and gestures in the rituals are different for separate spirits, which makes him 
popular in the mediumship. When I was observing his service sometimes I was imagining 
that there were in deed god spirits in his soul, especially in the period possessed by 
female gods.        
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Medium:  You can see that all mediums when they are possessed by spirits, they 
look much more beautiful. Some of us are usually taken pictures or camera during a 
ceremony. We keep records for the future. I like to be photographed. Let see, this picture 
was taken during the time I was in Ho Chi Minh City with the age of thirty. The 
technician has a magic ability of making me fresh and attractive. Here is another picture I 
have during the service for the fifteen day of the first lunar month (hau thuong nguyen), 
in which I looked rather inspired. 
In fact, when I ‘mount the medium’ (len dong), I do not care about money. Money 
is given by gods, five or ten thousands dongs does not mean anything. I open my rituals 
to everybody and some of them come here to catch cashes that gods distribute. Do you 
know that if one gets money, which is not really given to him, he will receive a debt in 
the later incarnation or even right now in this incarnation? Cashes here cannot be 
collected carelessly, they are gifts from gods to help people improve their life. Only 
people given blessed by gods are allowed to collect such money.  
Mediums are not businessmen or theater artists; we do the sacred work, helping 
people to communicate with supernatural forces. We worship and pray gods not only for 
us but for all people in the world, especially Viet people. People need a peaceful heart, a 
still mind and happy life. Government officials are doing their work in the visible way; 
we do our work in the invisible way.   
Many people brought their money here and asked me to help them to be mediums, 
but I refused. They must have ‘spirit root’ (can dong)! For me, if I notice that deities will 
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no longer want to use my body as their ‘chair’ I will give up being a medium. I have so 
many disciplines from many places, even from the oversea because they know and trust 
me since I worship gods not because of money. I devote my true-heart and transparent 
body to them.  
I, as a medium, help the believers a lot in their business and life. Even some ladies 
from France, when they want to open a new restaurant they flight here to see me to get 
the god’s advice and bless. Last month I was invited to Paris to participate in one opening 
day of my friend’s shop. It was so happy and luxurious. In my mind, once a person has 
the true heart with the spirits, the spirits will see it and bless him or her. 
Question:  How many students have you trained to be mediums up to now, please? 
Answer:  Around thirty. Actually I do not remember exactly. You know, I have 
become medium for more than 50 years, I cannot remember all my students. Only those 
who stay in Hanoi and come to visit me often I can remember.  
Question:  Is there any other person in your family used to be medium?  
Answer:  Yes, there are some of my cousins, who used to be mediums but I 
cannot trace back. It is very long time ago. I become a medium is not my intention. In the 
past I wanted to be a physician then I wanted to be a businessman. But all my dreams 
need to halt when spirits call me.  
Question:  Have you ever regretted for that fact that you cannot become a 
physician or a businessman? 
Answer:  Not at all. Physician or businessman is just a job. Medium is my life. 
When I became possessed by spirits everything has changed and I feel satisfied with all 
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my life. Although if I were a physician or a businessman I can be richer or famous but 
when I can stay besides gods these things become meaningless. You can see, there are 
many valuable things here from the long time in the past. Many visitors asked me to buy 
them. I can live comfortably with only one of them. But I do not want to sell anything. 
They belong to our kinship, our ancestors. I think after I die I will contribute them to the 
government museum. They are really ancient, beautiful and carefully decorated jars.  
 Question:  Do you stay here alone?  
Answer:   No, with some ritual assistants and some mediums and relatives. We are 
like a family. Because sometimes I am sick or I have to go worshipping in some other 
places, they help me to take of all these things. Like me, they love all the furniture here. 
In fact, some of the furniture here is dedicated by followers and mediums. My house is a 
public house now (smile).  As you know, medium practice is still limited now. Many 
mediums do not have their own temples, they ask me to keep their spirit statues, their 
clothes and other ritual facilities. Here is a storehouse! 
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7.  A female young participant                
Her name is Dang Chi Lan, 22 years old. She is a student and sometimes goes to 
worship in the public as well as private temples. 
Question:  Do you often go to temples or pagodas? 
Answer:  Not so often. Sometimes I go with my friends and sometimes with my 
mother. I do not remember when I started going to worship place, but I guess I went there 
owing to my mother willing. She has taught me a lot about Buddhism and our indigenous 
belief. I like to be in sacred environment. It makes me to have a deeper feeling about the 
life though I do not understand much about all the things happening there (smile).  
It is little different from my brother. He does not believe in anything. He only 
likes to play football, go out ad drink with his friends. But my mother said that it is 
common, that boys like mundane things while girls like sacred things. Men are arms and 
legs of women and women are soul and heart of men.      
Question:  Are you interested in medium ceremony? 
Answer:  Not so much. But I like music here. It sounds alarmed, noisy but 
interesting. I like costumes of mediums. They are carefully decorated and colorful, more 
beautiful than artists’ costumes in the traditional stages. Besides, musicians here play 
very well, especially the singer, I like his voice. I have learnt some lyrics and some pieces 
of their music. It is not easy to sing. Is it strange? as none of my friends like this music. 
They call me ‘deviant’ when I said that I like medium music (smile). But it is our 
traditional music, right? Like cai luong, cheo, tuong and other kinds of traditional music, 
medium music now is officially called chau van and becomes the country heritage.  
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Question:  What do you think about mediums? Do they look different form normal 
people? 
Answer:  Yes, all of them are alternative gender characters during and around 
ceremonies. Actually, we have a cousin, who is a medium. He is my uncle. He is the 
same. We joke him much. But he is very nice; he just smiles when we are joking. He is 
neither angry nor sad when we say that he is a gay, or say that he should go with girls and 
stay with them rather than care of man work.  
However, he is very clever. He can foresee our plans. When we were children in 
the village – our homeland, he helped us to plan to pull the legs our neighbor. The 
neighbor has a jack-tree with ripe and fragrant fruits. We were successful to get some 
fruits from that tree. The neighbor has known that we got the fruits but had no evidence 
to accuse us. This was perfect plan. After that time my brother respects him and play with 
him more often. I myself like him all the time.   
Question:  Is he married? 
Answer:  Yes, he has a wife and two children. He is a teacher. He is very 
intelligent and looks gentle. He looks almost similar to other normal men. But I know 
that his family is not quite happy. His wife sometimes complains on him about house 
work and money but she never tells us about any serious problem. But her face is sad. I 
guess they have to suffer his personality. No one in my family wants him to become a 
medium but there is no other way. It is his destiny. 
Anyway I do not think it is bad thing. That he is a medium does not harm 
anybody, let alone he has rescued some helpless persons. I think each person has one’s 
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secret life. We should respect that angle of life as long as it is legal and it may make our 
life more meaningful and colorful. In short, I support the position as a medium of my 
cousin, in opposite of my brother’s opinion.  
Question:  Do you think, mediums are homosexual persons, aren’t they?  
Answer:  Not really. Many of them are homosexual but this is not because they 
are mediums so they are homosexual. Homosexual matter derives from their childhood 
period. It only gets a little bit more from their status as a medium.  
In the past, I did not like homosexual people. But I have a friend, whose father 
has been in Thailand. He said that homosexual people there are not discriminated and 
they have an equal social position like other normal people. They have their own place of 
living and have their jobs.  
In the past, we thought that they are deviant and that they are not good persons, 
even some people said that they are punished by gods because their former life was too 
bad. But I think they are normal people. Just because inside men’s bodies, female 
hormones are more than male ones and vice versa, they have deviant behaviors. It does 
not mean that they are bad people. It only means that their biological structures are not as 
same as ours.   
In our modern society, there are more and more homosexual people. Now they 
can live freely, with not much being discriminated. I know that in America, gays are 
allowed to marry each other. Therefore in Viet Nam we should not discriminate 
homosexual people. I certainly do not like them but I think we should let them live 
naturally with their personalities. It is the human right. And on the other hand, some of 
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them are very nice and talent in some jobs so they could be useful citizens in our 
economy.  
Question:  Does your uncle have feminine characters? 
Answer:  I do not know. He is normal. The only one thing I know is his wife looks 
sad all the time. The reason for this mood may be because she does not want her husband 
to be a medium but not because he is someone deviant. He is a responsible person. He 
earns enough money and can support his family. As I said I do not think there is any 
problem inside him. I think he is a talent person when he can foresee something and can 
help people in their difficulties.  
Of course he prefers to talk with us-girls than boys in the family. But my father is 
the same. He says that only girls are obedient children, boys are very naughty. My uncle 
has two sons. They are normal. They are good children and are not homosexual. In fact I 
do not know whether homosexual is genetic issue or not (smile). 
Question:  Do you how your uncle became a medium? Did he suddenly claim for 
his medium status?  
Answer:    I do not know. My mother said that he has some friends who are 
mediums. And he has participated in the some mediumship that we do not know. Only 
after he has bought new altars, statues and other things used in the ceremonies and kept 
them at home, his neighbors went to ask his wives.  
Now he uses the third floor of his three-storey house to worship and carry the 
ceremonies.  His wife said that maybe in the coming years he will move his temple out to 
another place which he has bought the land. I do not know where it is but I would like to 
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go there. I would like to help him to decorate the temple and listen to his talk about gods 
and spiritual things. Sometimes he gives me money just because he feels happy!  
Question:  Have you ever attended his ceremony? 
Answer:  No. My mother does not want me to attend in, since she said that my 
aunt – his wife- does not like it. However, I have attended in many ceremonies with my 
mother and friends. I think in the future, when my uncle move out to the new place, I 
may be allowed to go there. I am also very curious about his temple. I think he will be 
happy if I can go there.  
 Question:  How about his job? Do you think the status as a medium demotes his 
office position?  
Answer: I am not sure. He is intelligent, but still has stayed as a normal teacher in 
the same school for a long time. However, it sometimes happens with many other people. 
My mother said that he would be a director or a famous teacher if he were not a medium. 
Maybe that is why his wife is sad. I myself will not feel sad if my husband is a medium 
(smile).    
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8. A male participant 
A male clerk, Tran Nghia, is 32 years old. He sometimes goes to temples and 
pagodas in order to enjoy  the sightseeing. 
Interviewee: Today I take my friend to have a look at this temple. She is working 
far away from here and did not know about it. I would like to take my friends to the 
temple because I like its environment. When I stay in the temple, I can find the peace in 
my mind and refreshment in my body after experiencing many stresses in the office. I do 
not believe in good luck blessed by gods since opportunities are made by human. But the 
sacred atmosphere and my love to the images of gods here make me feel happy and 
healthy. I get my health back after spending sometime here. I think a good health is the 
most important thing. With the good health a person can achieve what he or she wants. 
Questions:  Have you taken many friends here so far? 
Answer:  Yes, quite a lot. And most of them like this place. Even sometimes 
having organized parties in my house, we come here and enjoyed the temple sightseeing. 
I have some girl friends, who are not yet getting married. They came here and got advices 
from the mediums about the causes of their single status as well as the ways to solve 
them. These advices seem to work effectively. 
Some of my colleagues come here also. All of them like this place and as usual 
they would like to return afterward. I think this is a good and sacred place because many 
of my relatives feel better after they came to visit the temple. You can see how I am 
happy and refreshed now. My work is stressful and competitive. If you see me after a 
working day – very terrible! I become totally different when I can stay here.    
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Questions:  May I ask if you are married? 
Answer:  Not yet. The medium said that if I got married before the age of 30, I 
would have two wives. I want to have many girlfriends but I do not want to have two 
wives (smile). One wife is more than enough for me. I like my life as a single status, very 
free and relax. My parents sometimes remind me about the marriage affair and they 
recommend some girls. To tell the true, I feel it is somehow funny. I do not know why 
people have to get married and then quarrel everyday.  
The atmosphere in this temple is very good, the sightseeing is very peaceful, and 
the people standing here also are very friendly. Here likes another world different from 
the world you have to suffer over there. I prefer this one.     
Questions:  Now you are 32 years old already. Do you think the saying that you 
should marry after the age after 30 is true? 
Answer:  I do not really think so, but our ancestors have one sentence: “A good 
worship goes with the sacred environment; a careful consideration results in the 
successful consequence” (co tho co thieng, co kieng co lanh). It is not necessary for me to 
stay alone until 30 years old and then think about the marriage. However, when there is a 
saying about your destiny and it comes from a medium, I would be better consider. 
Moreover, until now, I have not found a partner for myself. Maybe girls in the modern 
time do not like the ‘out of date’ person like me. I cannot get along with them and they do 
not attract me, either. I do not like divorce. Some of my friends have married and after 
some months having horrible life together under one roof they divorced! Then they feel 
very hurtful, get angry with everything, including themselves. 
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Questions:  Do you like a girl who also likes the temple and pagoda environment 
like you? 
Answer:  Not absolutely. I do not care whether she likes the temples and pagodas 
or not. As long as she is a good girl and has a permanent job, earning enough money for 
her life; she would be my perfect partner (smile). The majority in temples and pagodas is 
the old people, I get used to it. She does not need to suffer if she does not want to live the 
old people. Everybody has one’s world. I respect the individual world. 
Anyway, she should respect my world, also. She should respect me; respect my 
life together with my gods. Although I enjoy the spirit life but I also work hard to earn 
enough money at least for my life and for my hobby. In fact, my parents in the past do 
not like my habit, which is spending almost the time in the temples. But then gradually 
they sympathize with my mood and realize the fact that I stay all the time in the temples 
does not harm anything. Still it is better than when I go out with some bad guys, drinking, 
smoking, addicting and fighting. Therefore they let me free, do whatever I like.     
Questions:  Do you want to become a medium in the future, don’t you? 
Answer:  It is not whether I want or not. When gods call me I will be ready. But 
now would be “no”; I am very busy now. I have to work hard for the promotion in my 
office and I still have a lot of things to care at this moment. I have a good relationship 
with the medium in this temple, which makes me safe. 
Questions:  How is it safe? 
Answer:  It is safe because I feel safe (smile). The medium here is a nice person. I 
like talking with him. He is an intelligent person. Many people think that mediums are 
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uneducated persons but I do not think so. You should try to talk with him. He knows not 
only about cosmology but also human psychology. His knowledge is broad and deep. I 
have never met such an intelligent person. When he is free, we spend hours and hours 
talking about many things about this world, from the political news to human matters, 
from the ideologies in the historic times of the country to the common taste in the modern 
days. He has many interesting ideas.  
I can feel his power so I feel safe when I stay by him, perhaps. Besides, since he 
can communicate with spirits so he could know what is happening with my destiny. If 
gods call me, he may know. And he will let me know. He will tell me what I need to do. 
Now he says that I am ok, I can last my life as other mundane people. I think if someone 
is a medium, he or she must have been a medium in the former life or something similar 
to that. I have to queue after them, logically.  
Questions:  According to you, are there many intelligent mediums like him? 
Answer:  Very rare. Mediums now are businessmen. They do not know much 
about cosmology as well as other fields. They are not genuine mediums. They want to be 
mediums because they want to earn money. They cheat credulous people. I think sooner 
rather than later they will be punished by gods. Their money will be their debts forever.  
Do you believe in the afterlife? For me, I believe it. When we die, it means one 
fragment of the cycle is finished and then another step continues. In this mundane life, if 
you do many bad things and make many people poor, than you get debts from them, from 
gods. Some people must pay these debts right away during their present life. But some 
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people must pay them later, afterlife. In my opinion, the good luck or bad luck that you 
have in the daily life is owing to your merits or your debts in the former life.  
9. A female participant 
Her name is Tran thi Mui and she is 68 years old. Because her husband died four 
years ago she now lives with her son, daughter-in-law and their children in her old house 
in Hanoi. In the past, she used to be a vendor of small wares on the ancient quarter 
streets of the capital. 
I have been living here for so long time and I know the medium quite well. He is 
the nice person and talent medium. That is the reason why he has more followers than 
other mediums in this area. Not only I come here every day but most of my neighbors 
worship in this temple. We pray to gods so that we would have strength and peaceful life; 
and my children, my grandchildren would have much luck in their work. This medium is 
very nice. He helps us to pray to gods. We are laymen; we cannot communicate with 
gods, so he helps us. He can be a seat for gods to incarnate. Gods send him here to teach 
us how to live in the right way.  
When gods incarnate into his body, ‘he’ becomes very different. His voice, his 
gesture and his words are in the strange way and very powerful. I was attending in his 
ceremonies, it is very strange. The spirits enter into his body, talk with us and smile with 
us. You should go to his ceremonies; you will feel that gods are very near to you. Gods 
monitor you in everyday, every minute, defending you from the evils and fine you when 
you make mistake. Wherever you stay, whatever you do; you cannot hide gods. Gods can 
see all things and give a justice to all of us. When gods incarnate into the medium, gods 
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want to let you know that they are here, that you always have gods beside you. The 
medium must have been a very good person; he had done many good things in the former 
life and now he gets merit in this life. He should be respected by all of us.         
Questions:  Do you know many mediums in Hanoi? 
Answer:  Only few of them. I do not have chances to go many places. When I was 
young I had to work to earn money, only now I am old, and my children can support me 
for the life so I can come here everyday. Like all of you, now you have to study, to work. 
You have to fulfill all your duties as a human being. Only after you complete it well, you 
will have a chance to enjoy the sacred life and seeing gods.  
I did not know this medium in the past. Thanks to my neighbor. She has 
introduced to me. It means that I am a good person so in the end gods let them take me 
here. I do not need to know many mediums and I am not strong enough to go to many 
places. Worshipping here is enough for me. Here I have many friends, the old people like 
me. We have a mediumship here, very exciting. Worship in other places is the same. 
Gods see all. I feel very happy together with all people here. We pray to gods and we do 
charity. We prepare for the death in the end and our afterlife. It is very useful. Your life 
in the future depends on your work now. I devote money to gods, and then I get merits 
for my life later and for my children and grandchildren, at the same time. So you see how 
the worship is meaningful. 
Questions:  This medium is not married; do you think it is because of his wish or 
the spirit’s requirement? 
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Answer:   I do not know. But many other mediums have wives and children; if he 
wants he can have one. I think he does not want to get married. He wants to devote his 
life to the gods. But this is his life. We cannot know. Maybe he is waiting for a given girl 
by gods.  
Questions:  Would you describe him as a ‘deviant person’?  
Answer:  No, he is not. Actually, there are many mediums who are not married. 
Even female mediums are the same. Perhaps, when they serve gods they are no longer 
‘normal’ human being. But some of them do not want to get married before becoming 
mediums. It is similar to the situation with nuns in pagodas; they are not married, either.  
You can call them ‘deviant’ if you want. But when they are ‘deviant’ in our 
normal life; they would be ‘normal’ in their mysterious life. I sometimes prefer to 
‘deviant’ to ‘normal’ thing (smile). Why we have to be ‘normal’ but not ‘deviant’? You 
are still young; you go to school and learn something from there. But the life is much 
bigger than that. You may not understand the complexity of the life.  
So what do you describe me if I always go worshipping here? Is it deviant or 
normal? What do you mean ‘deviant’? Does it mean illegal? You, young people, have 
disco club to go, have cinema and many other entertainments to enjoy; why the only 
peaceful place the old people, where we can talk with each other, where we can avoid the 
noisy of the modern life is so called ‘deviant’? Why people help us to have a belief in the 
life and release our pain from the real life is so called ‘deviant’?          
Questions:  Could we say that becoming either a medium or a nun is one solution 
for those who do not want to get married? 
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Answer:  It can be. But usually, nuns are for the poor people. Because there is 
cultivating land inside pagodas, nuns can survive by exchanging crops for food or they 
can cultivate rice and vegetable to eat. Mediums are only for the rich people. Many 
people want to become mediums but only some of them can. You can see they have to 
spend much money to become a medium.  
Besides, mediums are those whose family has good social relationship. Otherwise 
they cannot have many followers. It is not easy to have followers. There are thousands of 
temples in our country, but few of them get many visitors or participants. Moreover they 
have their mediumship so if you do not belong to the community even you have enough 
money for the inauguration, no medium wants to be your master and help to open.   
In the real life there are officials who govern the society, in the spirit life we have 
gods to take care of our destinies. Mediums are “officials” designated by gods. They must 
be intelligent, beautiful and spiritually powerful people. How can the poor become 
mediums in this sense? 
Questions:  And the same with the participants? 
Answer:  Becoming participants in the mediumship is easier, as long as the 
medium accept you. I am happy to be here. I serve here to get blessed and benefits (loc) 
from the gods. Sometimes this medium or other mediums visiting here bonus us money, 
even visitors of this temple also give us small amount of money. It is very nice of them.  
When there is a ceremony in the temple we will be helpful in many ways; we help 
mediums to arrange offerings, and we help visitors to know about disciplines in the 
temple. There are more and more young people coming here to pray to gods. Nowadays, 
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they are happier and luckier than we used to be. In the past we had no chance to go to 
temples freely like this. We were too busy with agricultural work, domestic work and 
worshipping was considered as superstitious activity.  
Thanks for the God; the life is better and better. We have more time and more free 
to worship gods. People live on both this life and the lives before and after their deaths… 
I feel my life is longer and larger even though I am very old already.  
Questions:  Do your children and grandchildren usually come to visit the temple? 
Answer:   Yes, they do. They also go to many other temples and pagodas. I am too 
old now, I cannot go for a long days. Gods are the same everywhere, as long as we have 
true heart to gods, they will bless us.   
Sometimes they go all the way to the south or even last month they went abroad 
to Thailand. They can go to many places. They are so happy (smile). The medium also 
occasionally organizes the far trip for the young people. But my children and 
grandchildren, they have many other medium clubs to go with. They have taken many 
beautiful pictures. There are so many marvelous worship places in the world. The gods 
are worldwide! I wish I would be younger to go as much as possible.  
Do you know that next month the medium will organize a trip to some temples in 
the very north provinces? You should ask him to get the permission to join in. It would be 
very beneficial for you. The sooner you have a chance to pray for gods the better your life 
will be. And you should register very fast, because there are a lot of people here want to 
go on pilgrimage, especially such pilgrimages organized by the medium. The medium 
could communicate with gods do wherever you do, however you donate to the temples, 
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gods will witness your true heart to gods. Afterward your study as well as all other affairs 
will be successful. I tell you the true, I am old now but my health is better than other old 
people just because I dedicate my true heart to gods. I stay here, help the medium to clean 
the temple and prepare food and drink for visitors. Gods bless me!        
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Some picture about mediums and their ceremonies: Photographer - Kim Hoa 
 
Male medium in his possession of a female spirit. 
 
The male medium incarnated by a female spirit blesses money. 
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The altar of the Three and Four Palaces belief.  
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The outdoor altar of Goddess of Rivers 
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